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Abstract
The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to answer two research questions:
“What are the perceptions of job satisfaction for elementary school special education teachers working
with students with emotional disabilities in Board of Cooperative Education Services (BOCES) centers in
New York State?” and “How do elementary school special education teachers working with students with
emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in New York State perceive their school principals impacting their
job satisfaction?” The overall qualitative research design included semistructured interviews of eight
elementary school special education teachers in BOCES centers in New York State who worked with
students who had emotional disabilities. The study utilized the theoretical framework of Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs and Fisher and Royster’s representation of teachers’ needs. Five categories emerged:
subsistence, security, association, respect, and self-actualization. The themes that emerged were the
influence of resources, planning time, professional development, physical safety, classroom community,
principal support, appreciation, trust, and student growth regarding the participants’ job satisfaction.
Specific recommendations for planning, grouping of students, access to curriculum, safety, teamwork,
and administrative support for principals, school leadership, and policy development were brought to light
based on the analysis of the data. Through reading this study, administrators can gain a greater
understanding of the factors that influence their elementary school special education vi teachers’ job
satisfaction and the ways to decrease burnout to better support their teachers and improve the quality of
their special education teachers’ work experiences.
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Abstract
The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to answer two
research questions: “What are the perceptions of job satisfaction for elementary school
special education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in Board of
Cooperative Education Services (BOCES) centers in New York State?” and “How do
elementary school special education teachers working with students with emotional
disabilities in BOCES centers in New York State perceive their school principals
impacting their job satisfaction?” The overall qualitative research design included semistructured interviews of eight elementary school special education teachers in BOCES
centers in New York State who worked with students who had emotional disabilities. The
study utilized the theoretical framework of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and Fisher and
Royster’s representation of teachers’ needs. Five categories emerged: subsistence,
security, association, respect, and self-actualization. The themes that emerged were the
influence of resources, planning time, professional development, physical safety,
classroom community, principal support, appreciation, trust, and student growth
regarding the participants’ job satisfaction. Specific recommendations for planning,
grouping of students, access to curriculum, safety, teamwork, and administrative support
for principals, school leadership, and policy development were brought to light based on
the analysis of the data. Through reading this study, administrators can gain a greater
understanding of the factors that influence their elementary school special education
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teachers’ job satisfaction and the ways to decrease burnout to better support their teachers
and improve the quality of their special education teachers’ work experiences.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2020), in the 2018–2019
academic year, noted that 7.1 million (14%) of all students enrolled in public school
settings received special education services under the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA, 2004), an increase from the 2011–2012 school year of 6.4 million
(13%) of all students receiving special education services. This increase also represents
the need for more special education teachers, but attrition rates for special education
teachers in the United States are considerably higher than those for general education
teachers. For example, Sutcher et al. (2016) reported 14% of special education teachers
change schools or leave the field of teaching in comparison to 11% of general education
teachers. By 2020, the Council for Exceptional Children (2020) reported that special
education teachers were leaving the teaching profession at nearly twice the rate of their
general education colleagues (12.3% vs. 7.6%, respectively).
The lack of qualified special education teachers has had a major impact on the
quality of education that students with disabilities receive (Carver-Thomas & DarlingHammond, 2017). Attrition rates for special education teachers who facilitate learning for
students with emotional disabilities in self-contained settings (classrooms without
nondisabled peers) are especially concerning, as this has detrimental effects on the
academic achievement and financial costs to districts (Carver-Thomas & DarlingHammond, 2017). When teacher attrition leads to teacher shortages, schools are often left
to hire inexperienced or uncertified teachers. During the 1990s, uncertified teachers filled

1

more than 30,000 special education teacher positions. During the 2000s, over 47,000 or
11% of special education teacher positions were filled by noncertified special education
teachers (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; McLeskey & Billingsley, 2008).
The shortage problem has serious implications for students with disabilities if they are
being taught by people with less than adequate preparation (Billingsley, 2003). This can
be increasingly problematic for students with emotional disabilities given the level of
expertise that is needed to provide them with effective special education. The Office of
Special Education Programs (OSEP) within the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE,
2017) noted that 37.1% of students with emotional disabilities received instruction in a
self-contained setting for greater than 60% of their day. Further, students in all special
education schools receive all of their education with only special education students for
their entire school day. Given the significant problem of retention among special
education teachers, the purpose of this study was to better understand the factors
influencing special education teachers’ level of job satisfaction (Billingsley, 2004).
Studies have shown a consistent relationship between job satisfaction and the
probability of special education teachers remaining in their current teaching role
(Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Robinson et al., 2019; Stempien & Loeb, 2002). Job
satisfaction has been frequently defined in the literature as the positive or negative
evaluative judgment that is made about one’s job (Aldridge & Fraser, 2016). A review of
the literature shows a relationship between job satisfaction and work-related demands,
administrative support, and collegial support (Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Robinson et al.,
2019; Stempien & Loeb, 2002). Several studies found that administrators impact special
education teachers’ job satisfaction and intent to stay in the field. Specific characteristics
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of administrative support have been identified as influencing special education teachers’
job satisfaction (Cancio et al, 2018; Conley & You, 2017; Park & Skin, 2020).
The history of special education has influenced the way students with disabilities
have been identified and educated and thus it has impacted the role of special education
teachers in various settings. Changing laws, policies, and regulations through parent and
advocacy groups has influenced philosophies guiding the education of students with
disabilities in the United States (Alquraini, 2013; Bicehouse & Faieta, 2017; Yell et al.,
1998). Throughout much of U.S. history, the treatment of individuals with disabilities has
centered around exclusionary practices such as the creation of institutions,
hospitalization, separate schools for students with disabilities, or separate classrooms
(Bicehouse & Faieta, 2017; Russo, 2019). Until the development of federal laws to
protect and ensure the rights of students with disabilities, they received unequal access to
an education in the public school system (Bicehouse & Faieta, 2017; Yell et al., 1998).
Classification of Students with Emotional Disabilities
Currently, there are 13 disability categories under the IDEA (2004). They include
autism, deaf-blindness, deafness, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, intellectual
disability, multiple disabilities, orthopedic impairment, other health impairment, specific
learning disability, speech or language impairment, traumatic brain injury, and visual
impairment. The IDEA (2004) description of emotional disturbance:
A condition exhibiting one or more of the following characteristics over a long
period of time and to a marked degree that adversely affects a child’s educational
performance:
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(A) An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or
health factors.
(B) An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with
peers and teachers.
(C) Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances.
(D) A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression.
(E) A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or
school problems. (Section 300.8(c)(4)(i))
Placement for students with emotional disabilities is determined by the
Committee on Special Education (CSE), which is a multidisciplinary team responsible for
students with disabilities from ages 5 to 21. The CSE is authorized to identify students in
need of services by determining eligibility, developing individualized education plans
(IEPs), placing students in the least restrictive environment, and providing appropriate
services to meet those children’s educational needs. The IDEA (2004) description of least
restrictive environment:
(i) To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including
children in public or private institutions or other care facilities, are educated
with children who are nondisabled; and
(ii) Special classes, separate schooling, or other removal of children with
disabilities from the regular educational environment occurs only if the nature
or severity of the disability is such that education in regular classes with the
use of supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved satisfactorily.
(Section 300.114300.114 LRE requirements (a)(2))
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Students with disabilities must meet the eligibility criteria under IDEA (2004) to
be identified as a child with a disability. Students with emotional disabilities requiring
extensive supports may be placed outside of their home district in a Board of Cooperative
Educational Services (BOCES) placement by the CSE if it is determined that the severity
of their disabilities requires an alternative placement. These placements are deigned to
have highly specialized academic and behavioral supports to meet the needs of these
students.
Therefore, special education teachers must manage several roles including case
management, individualized instruction, and teaching multiple grade levels. This can lead
to high demands both physically and mentally (Robinson et al., 2019). Special education
teachers working with students with emotional disabilities experience even greater
demands than special education teachers, and these extensive demands can lead to higher
levels of attrition (Bettini et al., 2020). O’Brien et al. (2019) found that special education
teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in self-contained classrooms
reported that they had increased levels of burnout, lower levels of job satisfaction, and
they were more likely to leave the field of special education than other special education
teachers because of working conditions that did not help support the complex academic
and behavioral needs of their students. Elementary school special education teachers
working with students with emotional disabilities report increased instructional
responsibilities because of the requirement to teach multiple grade levels with
heterogenous student groups in multiple context areas. These increased demands were
reported to be associated with their intent to leave the field (Bettini et al., 2020).
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BOCES (Boards of Cooperative Educational Services)
BOCES centers are one educational placement option for students with emotional
disabilities. New York State (NYS) and Colorado are the only two states that have
BOCES centers in the United States. In NYS, BOCES is one option on the continuum of
services to support students with disabilities under IDEA. BOCES was established in
NYS in 1948 by the NYS Legislature to provide shared educational services to school
districts within the state. The majority of high schools in NYS were not large enough to
offer academic and vocational courses. Educators in the 1930s were searching for a way
to provide a comprehensive high school that would educate all students to prepare them
for work and life in a democracy. In 1944, the Council on Rural Education recommended
a new type of supervisory district to meet the needs of rural people. The Intermediate
School District Act of 1948 was developed that established BOCES to provide shared
educational services to rural areas (Folts, 1996).
BOCES is headed by a district superintendent governed by school board
representatives of the component districts they serve and the NYS Education Department
(NYSED). For several years, BOCES were provided by traveling teachers into school
districts. After 1967, BOCES was approved to have their own facilities and started to
offer vocational, special education, and alternative education as well to share
administrative services (Folts, 1996).
As of this writing, there are 37 BOCES that serve almost all school districts
throughout the state of New York. BOCES does not provide membership to the “Big
Five” school districts of Syracuse, Buffalo, New York City, Rochester, and Yonkers.
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BOCES provides educational programming to students with disabilities as one option on
the special education continuum of services for school districts in NYS.
As of 2021, BOCES programs across the state provided educational programming
to 16,570 students with disabilities. The IDEA (2004) definition of special education:
Specially designed instruction, at no cost to the parents, to meet the unique
needs of a child with a disability, including:
(i) Instruction conducted in the classroom, in the home, in hospitals and
institutions, and in other settings; and
(ii) Instruction in physical education. (Sec. 300.39 Special education (a)(1)(i))
NYSED (2013) identified the continuum of special education services for school-age
students with disabilities as:
Services for school-age students with disabilities is an array of services to meet an
individual student’s needs that includes:
o

consultant teacher services (direct and/or indirect),

o

resource room services,

o

related services,

o

integrated co-teaching services, and

o

special class. (p. 1)

“The continuum of placement options in NYS includes: public schools, boards of
cooperative educational services (BOCES), private approved day and residential
schools and home and hospital instruction” (NYSED, 2013, p. 3).
This study explored the factors influencing job satisfaction of BOCES special
education teachers who worked with elementary students with emotional disabilities and
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who were located in self-contained classrooms in BOCES centers. These students receive
their education only with peers with disabilities. Students with emotional disabilities have
complex mental health and behavioral needs requiring highly experienced and trained
special education teachers to mitigate the risks of long-term negative outcomes. Cross
and Billingsley (1992) found that teachers working with students with emotional
disabilities reported higher levels of stress and problems than other special education
teachers. Given the difficulty schools face in retaining special education teachers who
teach students with emotional disabilities and the need for highly skilled teachers to teach
these students who are at high risk for negative lifelong outcomes, this study focused on
special education teachers who were working with students with emotional disabilities in
self-contained settings (Bettini et al., 2020).
Problem Statement
Special education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities
experience increased demands including the management of planning for multiple grade
levels and providing for students with behavioral needs. Teachers working with students
with emotional disabilities have higher attrition rates because of lower levels of job
satisfaction and higher levels of burnout that compound the teacher shortage problem
(Adera & Bullock, 2010; Stempien & Loeb, 2002). Studies have shown that recruitment
and retention of teachers for students with emotional disabilities continues to be an area
of critical need (Bradley et al., 2008). Teacher attrition negatively impacts entire school
systems. The loss of special education teachers who have in-depth knowledge of the
students and their families, as well as the financial cost of replacing special education
teachers, creates an even greater stressor on the education system. Students with
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emotional disabilities have diverse academic, social, and emotional needs requiring
experienced teachers who have extensive knowledge and skills (Adera & Bullock, 2010).
These students continue to have the worst outcomes both academically and behaviorally
of any disability group (Bradley et al., 2008). Not having highly skilled teachers
instructing them because of teacher attrition increases their negative outcomes.
Students with emotional disabilities are at risk of long-term negative outcomes.
These negative outcomes include low achievement, increased rates of dropping out of
school before graduation, greater unemployment than their emotionally nondisabled
peers, and incarceration (Wagner, 2014). Post-school outcomes for students with
emotional disabilities have indicated these students have not developed the prerequisite
academic and behavioral skills needed to succeed. The lack of these skills contributes to
difficulties in postsecondary education, personal relationships, employment, and
involvement in the justice system (Wagner, 2014). Students with emotional disabilities
are at risk of dropping out of high school at twice the rate of their general education
peers. They also, on average, receive lower grades and fail more classes than their
general education peers. Students with emotional disabilities are more likely to obtain
jobs that do not require a high school diploma, do not offer health insurance, and are
lower-paying than their nondisabled peers (Bradley et al., 2008). They were more likely
to quit their jobs than their nondisabled peers, have a higher rate of involvement with the
justice system, and have a higher degree of comorbidity between substance abuse and
their emotional disorders (Bradley et al., 2008).
Students with emotional disabilities need teachers who have the knowledge and
experience to provide evidence-based academic and behavioral instruction to mitigate the
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risks of long-term negative outcomes (Bradley et al., 2008). Given the higher rate of
attrition for special education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities,
the increased financial cost to districts, the negative impact on this vulnerable population
of students, and the impact of teachers’ job satisfaction, this problem requires further
research (Adera & Bullock, 2010).).
Theoretical Rationale
Maslow’s (1954) theory of hierarchy of needs has been applied to investigating
job satisfaction among employees in several fields including education (Fisher &
Crawford, 2020). It is a theory that is influential in understanding human behavior. The
theory of hierarchy of needs originated from Maslow’s (1943) theory of human
motivation. This theory is based on the idea of developmental psychology and the
concept that individuals have inner systems of motivation that direct their (human)
behavior (Maslow, 1943). Job satisfaction is, in part, based on the theory of human
motivation, and it is fundamental in Maslow’s (1954) theory development. Maslow’s
theory states the importance of job-related satisfaction in the activation of an employee’s
motivation (Kian et al., 2014).
In the original theory, Maslow (1943) identified five sets of goals referred to as
motivational needs, illustrated in Figure 1.1. The basic needs listed in Maslow’s
hierarchy are physiological, safety, love, esteem, and self-actualization. The theory
centers on how these basic goals are related to each other and are arranged in a hierarchy.
When a need on the hierarchy is satisfied, the next need emerges. Conversely, if needs
are not satisfied, the physiological needs become the most important, and all other needs
may become nonexistent or pushed into the background (Maslow, 1943). Considering
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Maslow’s (1970) later work and his journal entries, a model of the hierarchy of needs was
redesigned to include six motivational levels with self-transcendence being at the top of
the hierarchy of the needs pyramid (Koltko-Rivera, 2006; Venter, 2016).

Figure 1.1
Maslow’s Original Hierarchy of Needs

Note. From “Motivation and Personality,” by A. H. Maslow, 1954. Copyright by Harper
& Row Publishers.

Physiological needs refer to the needs that are generally the starting point for
motivational theory. This is the lowest level of need that an individual must secure for
survival including air, water, food, and sleep (Koltko-Rivera, 2006, Maslow, 1943). An
individual at this level is seeking to obtain the basic necessities of life (Koltko-Rivera,
2006). If these needs are not met, individuals cannot function to their highest capabilities.
Once the physiological needs are met, individuals can focus on their safety needs. Safety

11

needs address personal security and stability (Maslow, 1943). Safety needs include
predictability, control, and the experience of order in an individual life. Financial
security, educational opportunities, freedom from fear, health and well-being, emotional
security, and law and order all fit under the safety hierarchy of need (McLeod, 2018).
The third and the fourth level of the theory of hierarchy of needs focuses on
higher levels of needs, and they can be addressed after the first two basic levels of needs,
physiological and safety, are met. The third level on the hierarchy of needs pyramid
contains the need for belonging and love. Relationships may take many forms such as
family, friendships, romances, marriage, workgroups, and other groups (Taormina &
Goa, 2013). Having established relationships allows the individual to seek self-esteem
through recognition or achievement (Koltko-Rivera, 2006). The fourth level of need was
for esteem or respect. Positive self-esteem can be acquired through feelings of self-worth
as well as praise and respect given by others (Maslow, 1943). Maslow (1943) wrote that
“satisfaction of the self-esteem need leads to feelings of self-confidence, worth, strength,
capability and adequacy of being useful and necessary in the world” (p. 382).
The highest level on the original hierarchy of needs pyramid is self-actualization.
Even if all of an individual’s needs are satisfied, Maslow argued, restlessness or
discontent will occur unless an individual gets to do what they are fitted to do. In selfactualization the individual seeks fulfillment of their personal potential. There is the
desire to become everything one is capable of being. Maslow (1943) described that selfactualization from one person to the next vary greatly. He stated in his theory of human
motivation “that it may take the form of the desire to be a mother, in another individual it
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may be expressed athletically, and in another in pictures or in inventions” (Maslow, 1943,
p. 382).
The earliest and most recognized versions of Maslow’s (1954) theory of hierarchy
of needs contained only the five motivational levels; however, some have considered his
later works and have added a self-transcendence motivation level above selfactualization. At the self-transcendence motivation level, individuals seek to further a
cause beyond themselves and seek to experience unity beyond the boundaries of self.
This level may include service to others, devotion to an ideal or a cause, social justice, or
environmentalism (Koltko-Rivera, 2006).

Figure 1.2
Adapted Version of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Note. Adapted from “Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs,” by S. S. McLeod, 2020 (para. 7),
in Simply Psychology (https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html). Copyright
2020 by Simply Scholar Ltd.
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Figure 1.2 represents the adapted Maslow’s motivation model with the additional
goal of the aesthetic needs that capture appreciation for beauty, balance, form, and
transcendence, which involves individuals being motivated by values that transcend
beyond themselves.
There are several theories and models that have been applied to understanding job
satisfaction. Maslow’s (1954) theory of hierarchy of needs has also been applied to
several fields such as religion, farming, financial planning, nursing, student retention in
higher education, and teachers’ needs (Fisher & Crawford, 2020). Fisher and Royster
(2016) applied Maslow’s (1943, 1970) hierarchy of needs theory to mathematic teachers’
support and retention to understand the teachers’ needs. In the study, the researchers
found that teachers progressed through the stages of need (Figure 1.3) as they gained
experience in their jobs and found new ways to manage their stress (Fisher & Royster,
2016). The study by Fisher and Crawford (2020) applied Maslow’s (1943, 1970)
hierarchy of needs to support an entire school of children, parents, staff, and community.
Both studies researched the role of the administrator in exploring the needs of the
teachers through Maslow’s (1943, 1970) hierarchy of needs.
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Figure 1.3
Representation of Teachers’ Needs

Note. From “Mathematics Teachers’ Support and Retention: Using Maslow’s Hierarchy
to Understand Teachers’ Needs,” by M. Fisher and D. Royster, 2016, International
Journal of Mathematical Education in Science and Technology, 47(7), p. 995.
(https://doi.org/10.1080/0020739X.2016.1162333). Copyright 2016 by Taylor & Francis
Online. Reprinted with permission.

Statement of Purpose
The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the lived experiences of
elementary school special education teachers who worked with students with emotional
disabilities. Specifically, the goal was to determine what factors influenced the job
satisfaction of the elementary school special education teachers who worked with
students with emotional disabilities in center-based BOCES locations. High turnover for
special education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities can have
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both detrimental impacts on the students and financial implications for the districts.
Academic preparation and training of special education teachers is costly and takes
extensive time. Students with emotional disabilities are at risk of long-term negative
outcomes. These negative outcomes include lower achievement, increased dropout rates,
increased unemployment, and increased incarceration compared to their emotionally
nondisabled peers (Wagner, 2014). Given the chronic special education teacher shortage,
retaining teachers is a priory for school leaders (Bettini et al., 2020).
The shortage of special education teachers who are qualified to work with
students with emotional disabilities is a complex problem. Students with disabilities have
a higher degree of negative postschool outcomes than any other disability group. These
students require highly skilled teachers who are trained in evidence-based academic and
behavioral supports to mitigate the risks of negative lifelong outcomes (Bradley et al.,
2008).
Elementary school special education teachers working with students with
emotional disabilities play a critical role in supporting these students. One early indicator
of future negative short-term and long-term outcomes is early school failure for students
with emotional disabilities. Early school failure can be a predictor for future compound
mental health issues, problem behaviors, peer problems, discipline issues that result in
suspension or expulsion, substance abuse and arrests, and school dropouts. Special
education teachers who are skilled at providing integrated comprehensive preventions
and interventions can help to address multiple areas of risks and deficits. A critical time
to provide these interventions is between the primary and upper elementary grades.
Achievement gaps between the primary and upper elementary grades start to widen as
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students start to acquire literacy and math skills during these years. Retraining highly
skilled elementary school special education teachers who work with students and who
can provide assessment, identification, and responsive intervention is needed for students
with emotional disabilities (McDaniel et al., 2018).
Several studies of special education teachers have found a correlation between job
satisfaction and work-related demands; collegial support; and administrative support,
which includes characteristics of principal support. (Berry, 2012; Cancio et al., 2013;
Conley & You, 2017). Studies have also found a link between job satisfaction and special
education teachers’ intent to stay in the field (Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Robinson et al.,
2019; Stempien & Loeb, 2002). Bradley et al. (2008) recommended that district level
administrators, policymakers, and building principals need to understand the need for
attention and focused efforts to improve the outcomes for this vulnerable population of
students. Given the higher attrition of special education teachers working with students
with emotional disabilities, it has been found to be important to further understand the
factors that influence job satisfaction for these teachers to improve students’ outcomes
(Adera & Bullock, 2010; Stempien & Loeb, 2002).
Research Questions
The semi-structured questions that were asked in the participant interviews were
to gather data to answer the studies two research questions:
1. What are the perceptions of job satisfaction for elementary school special
education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in
BOCES centers in New York State?
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2. How do elementary school special education teachers working with students
with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in New York State perceive
their school principal impacting their job satisfaction?
Potential Significance of the Study
The significance of this study was in the uncovering of themes leading to job
satisfaction in special education teachers who worked with this vulnerable population of
students. Administrators may gain a greater understanding of the factors that influence
their elementary school special education teachers’ job satisfaction and ways to decrease
burnout to better support their teachers and improve the quality of their work experiences.
There is limited research on job satisfaction and the role of administrative support in job
satisfaction for elementary school special education teachers working with students with
emotional disabilities in BOCES center-based programs.
Students with emotional disabilities have complex mental health and behavioral
needs requiring highly experienced and trained special education teachers to mitigate the
risks of long-term negative outcomes. Students with disabilities have a higher degree of
negative postschool outcomes than any other disability group (Bradley et al., 2008). In
the United States, reports show that American Indian (13.3%) and African American
(11.4%) students are more likely to receive special education services than Latino (8.5%),
White (8.2%), and Asian (4.6%) students (USDOE, 2015). The disproportionality of
culturally and linguistically diverse students in these programs for students with
emotional disabilities is an area of concern for the United States. Among the students
served under IDEA, Black students and students identifying as having two or more races
were reported having an emotional disturbance at 7% compared to 5% for students
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overall (NCES, 2021). African American youth placed in special education programs are
more likely than their peers to be assigned to segregated classrooms, and they are less
likely to return to the general education classroom (National Council on Disability,
2017). Inequities in special education identification are more than mere differences in
services; it is a matter of fairness and justice (Sullivan, 2017).
Self-contained classrooms located in BOCES center-based programs are one
option on the continuum of services for students with disabilities in NYS. These
classrooms are more restrictive than district-based classrooms given they do not provide
instruction with their nondisabled peers. These students’ management needs are
determined to be intensive and require a significant degree of individualized attention and
intervention. Self-contained classrooms for students with emotional disabilities cannot
exceed eight students, with one or more supplementary school personnel assigned to each
class during periods of instruction (8:1+1) (NYSED, 2013). If students are not successful
in these classrooms, a more restrictive setting, including approved residential schools in
NYS, out-of-NYS placements, or hospital instruction may be considered by the CSE.
These placements further limit students’ interactions with nondisabled peers and can
cause these students to live separate from their families for a period of time. The
specialized instruction and behavioral supports provided by highly skilled elementary
school special education teachers in BOCES classrooms are needed for students with
emotional disabilities to remain in lesser restrictive educational settings.
Attrition rates of special education teachers working with students with emotional
disabilities can lead to fewer teachers having in-depth knowledge of students, families,
and community needs; as well, there is financial loss for the schools from professional
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development spent on the teachers (IRIS Center, 2021). Given the special education
teacher shortage, these teachers are often difficult to replace. On average, special
education teachers who work with students with emotional disabilities are less
experienced, less likely to have a teaching certificate, or are alternatively certified
(Billingsley et al., 2004).
The global COVID-19 pandemic has created an even greater need to retain special
education teachers who instruct students with emotional disabilities because of the
disruption in the academic and behavioral and mental health supports that school closures
have had on this already vulnerable student population (Morando-Rim & Ekim, 2021).
COVID-19 has exasperated underlying behavioral issues for students with emotional
disabilities because of isolation from their support systems, social distancing, and
reduced access to medical, community, and school behavioral and mental health supports
(Wong et al., 2020).
During the school closures and as schools have reopened, special education
teachers have experienced increased work-related demands of managing in-person
learners, remote learners, and COVID-19 health and safety protocols. In addition, the
COVID-19 pandemic has increased the stressors placed on teachers. These added
stressors include COVID-19-related anxiety, parent communication, and administrative
support (Pressley, 2021). Administrators and policymakers, need to understand the
increased need COVID-19 has caused for attention and focused efforts to improve the
outcomes for this vulnerable population of students (Morando-Rim & Ekim, 2021).
Researching what causes special education teachers’ job satisfaction may provide
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valuable insight to help retain these teachers and mitigate the impact teacher turnover has
on this vulnerable population of students (Morando-Rim & Ekim, 2021).
Chapter Summary
Chapter 1 discussed the high attrition rate of special education teachers working
with students with emotional disabilities. It provided an overview of the vulnerability of
students with emotional disabilities and the need for highly skilled special education
teachers. High turnover for special education teachers working with students with
emotional disabilities continues to have a detrimental impact on students and districts
(Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). The history of special education and
BOCES in NYS, as well as a definition of the continuum of services and placement for
students with disabilities, was also highlighted. A review of the theoretical framework
used in this study, Maslow’s (1943, 1954) theory of hierarchy of needs, is provided.
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs has been used to study job satisfaction among employees of
several fields including education (Fisher & Crawford, 2020). The purpose of this study
was to gain an understanding of the lived experiences of elementary school special
education teachers who work with students with emotional disabilities in BOCES centerbased programs. The significance of this study was identified in this chapter as the ability
to uncover the themes explaining what leads to job satisfaction or burnout in special
education teachers working with this vulnerable population of students.
Chapter 2 provides a history of the changing laws in special education and a
synthesis of a select review of empirical studies relating to this research topic. The review
of the literature is situated around information relating to work-related demands; the role
of administrative support, including characteristics of principal support; and collegial and
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paraprofessional support as they impact special education teachers’ job satisfaction.
Factors such as instructional responsibilities, capacity to manage their workload,
instructional resources, professional development, administrative support, and support
from colleagues are explored in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 provides the details of the research
design, methodology, context, participants, and the data collection and analysis process
used in this study. Chapter 4 presents the data gathered from the interviews with the
participants, and Chapter 5 provides a review of the findings and provides
recommendations for stakeholders and researchers.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
Introduction and Purpose
Students with emotional disabilities have complex mental health and behavioralassistance needs, and they require experienced teachers with the knowledge of the
academic and behavioral supports to teach this vulnerable population (Wagner, 2014).
Teachers working with students with emotional disabilities have higher attrition rates
than their general education peers caused by lower levels of job satisfaction and higher
levels of burnout, which compounds the teacher shortage problem in the United States
(Adera & Bullock, 2010; Stempien & Loeb, 2002). Teacher attrition negatively impacts
entire school systems. The loss of special education teachers who have in-depth
knowledge of students and their families, as well as the financial cost of replacing special
education teachers, creates an even greater stressor on the education system. Given the
higher rate of attrition for special education teachers working with students with
emotional disabilities, the increased financial cost to districts and the negative impact on
this unique population of students, this problem requires further research (Adera &
Bullock, 2010; Stempien & Loeb, 2002).
According to the NCES (2020), in the 2018–2019 academic year, 7.1 million
students (14%) in public school settings received special education services under the
IDEA (2004). That represents an increase from the 2011–2012 school year when 6.4
million students (13%) received special education services. The increased number of
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students with disabilities, likewise, has required a greater number of special education
teachers (USDOE, 2010).
The reauthorization of the IDEA was signed into law on December 3, 2004 and it
included a new definition of “highly qualified special education teachers.” This definition
included specialized requirements for special education teachers to teach special
education students in the United States, which may have further reduced the number of
special education teachers who are eligible to work with the increasing number of
students with emotional disabilities. The growing shortage of certified special education
teachers is evident; for example, the USDOE (2017) identified 46 states that reported a
shortage of special education teachers. Attrition rates further compound the teacher
shortages for special education teachers. Studies have found that one out of every four
special education teachers leave their teaching career every year (McLeskey &
Billingsley, 2008).
The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the lived experiences of
elementary school special education teachers who work with students with emotional
disabilities. Specifically, the goal was to determine what factors influenced job
satisfaction for elementary school special education teachers who worked with students
with emotional disabilities in BOCES center-based programs, and how the teachers
perceived their principal influencing their job satisfaction. Specific characteristics of
principal support that influenced these teachers’ job satisfaction were explored. High
turnover for special education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities
can have detrimental impacts on both the students and the finances of districts. Academic
preparation and training of special education teachers is costly and takes an extensive
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amount of time. Students with emotional disabilities are at risk of long-term negative
outcomes. These negative outcomes include lower achievement, increased drop out,
increased unemployment, and increased incarceration compared to their emotional
nondisabled peers (Wagner, 2014). Given the chronic special education teacher shortage,
retaining teachers is a priory for school leaders (Bettini et al., 2020).
The lack of certified special education teachers has a major impact on the
education students with disabilities receive. When teacher turnover leads to a teacher
shortage, schools are often left to hire inexperienced or uncertified teachers. (CarverThomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; McLeskey & Billingsley, 2008). This can be
increasingly problematic for students with emotional disabilities given the level of
expertise that is needed to provide them with an effective special education (O’Brien et
al., 2019). High turnover for special education teachers who facilitate learning for
students with emotional disabilities in self-contained settings is especially concerning, as
this has detrimental effects on students’ academic achievement and it increases the
financial costs of districts (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; Conroy et al.,
2014; O’Brien et al., 2019). According to OSEP (2017), 37.1% of students with
emotional disabilities are educated in self-contained settings for greater than 60% of their
day. Further, some students receive all their education with only special education
students for their entire school day. Given the problems of retention among special
education teachers, studies have shown a consistent relationship between job satisfaction
and the probability of special education teachers remaining in their current teaching role
(Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Robinson et al., 2019; Stempien & Loeb, 2002). The
changing laws and regulations in special education have influenced the way students with
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disabilities have been identified and educated thus impacting the roles of special
education teachers in delivery of curriculum, collaboration with professionals, and
location of services delivered.
History of the Laws in Special Education
Changing laws, policies, and regulations through parent and advocacy groups
have influenced philosophies guiding the education of students with disabilities in the
United States (Alquraini, 2013; Bicehouse & Faieta, 2017; Yell et al., 1998). Throughout
much of this country’s history, the treatment of individuals with disabilities has centered
around exclusionary practices such as the creation of institutions, hospitalization, separate
schools for students with disabilities, or separate classrooms (Bicehouse & Faieta, 2017;
Russo, 2019). Until the development of federal laws to protect and ensure the rights of
students with disabilities, they received unequal access to an education in the publicschool system (Bicehouse & Faieta, 2017; Yell et al., 1998).
The history of special education has seen an evolution of students with disabilities
remaining hidden from society by their families, being placed in hospitals or institutions,
and later being educated in public schools. Within public schools, the education of these
students has changed over time from segregated to inclusive settings (Osgood, 2005).
Spaulding and Pratt (2015) discussed past research and analysis on special education
reform and provided three distinct eras of the history of special education reform in the
United States: (a) early reform (1800–1860), (b) stagnation and regression (1860–1950),
and (c) contemporary reform (1950–present).
Before the start of the 1800s during the early reform era, people with disabilities
faced terrible treatment in society including exclusion, exploitation, expulsion, and even
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execution (Osgood, 2005; Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). Fear of criticism or rejection from
their communities caused many families to hide their children with disabilities from
society (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). During this time, many individuals with disabilities
were placed in institutions and hospitals (Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). Physicians and
religious leaders were primarily responsible for identifying and labeling individuals with
disabilities and prescribing treatment. The family home and institutions were places to
segregate those with disabilities away from society (Osgood, 2015).
By the start of the 19th century, medical advancement, economic motivation, and
political reformers gave rise to an interest in individuals with disabilities (Bicehouse &
Faieta, 2017; Spaulding & Pratt, 2015). During this period, American reformers sought to
establish both private and public institutions that would provide treatment and a
formalized way to instruct students with disabilities. Seguin, in 1846, published one of
the first special education books and started the first school for students with intellectual
disabilities in the United States. He was instrumental in starting a foundation for
individuals with mental retardation, which is now known as the American Association on
Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (AAIDD). At the time of this writing, the
AAIDD remains an active advocacy group influencing special education policy
(Bicehouse & Faieta, 2017).
In 1817, the first institution for the deaf was founded through the efforts of
Thomas Gallaudet, and the first institution for the blind was established by Samuel
Gridley Howe (Osgood, 2005). By the mid-1800s, the focus was on nurturing students
with disabilities to make up for what was denied to them in the past and ensuring their
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participation in society. Early reformers advocated for keeping institutions small to
mirror that of the family experience (Spaulding & Pratt, 2017).
During the stagnation and regression era, economic difficulties created by
industrialization, the focus on nature (genetics) versus nurture, and Charles Darwin’s
theory being applied to individuals with disabilities caused society to seek ways to
explain, control, and eliminate disability and deviance (Spaulding & Pratt, 2017). This
era saw reduced funding for programs for students with disabilities and an increase in
instructional practices that favored control. In 1918, laws for compulsory education were
in place in all states, however, children with disabilities were still often excluded from
receiving an education in public schools (Yell et al., 1998). During this era, the exclusion
of students with disabilities was upheld by several court decision rulings that children
with disabilities could not benefit from instruction in public schools or they would be
disruptive toward other students (Yell et al., 1998). As a result of these court findings,
students with disabilities were often segregated into separate classrooms or schools and
deemed unable to be educated with children without disabilities.
Beginning in the 1950s, the contemporary reform era, parents and advocates
began to use the courts to change special education laws, policies, and regulations to
provide equal opportunity for students with disabilities to receive an education within
public schools (Yell et al., 1998). Special education reform during this era was born out
of the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s (Eskay et al., 2012; Skiba et al.,
2008). Through the struggle for civil rights, inspiration, strategies used by advocates, and
the first legislation for students with disabilities arose (Bicehouse & Faieta, 2017; Yell et
al., 1998). Brown v. Board of Education (1954) guaranteed equal protection under the
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law found in the 14th Amendment. The court determined that separate educational
facilities were inherently not equal under the law. Although Brown v. Board of Education
(1954) was focused on race, it opened the door for advocates to lead litigation for equal
rights for students with disabilities within public schools (Bicehouse & Faieta, 2017).
The Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (PL 94-142) and the
IDEA (2004) are two federal laws that have had a major impact on public education for
students with disabilities. Through the enactment of PL 94-142, it gave the right to a free
and appropriate education (FAPE) for all children, and in 1990, the law was renamed the
IDEA (2004). PL 94-142 was instrumental in supporting more than one million children
who did not have access to the educational system or had limited access and, as a result,
were denied an appropriate education (IDEA, 2020). PL 94-142 had four purposes:


to ensure that all students with disabilities have available to them … a free
appropriate public education which emphasizes special education and
related services designed to meet their unique needs,



to assure that the rights of children with disabilities and their parents …
protected,



to assist States and localities to provide for the education of all children
with disabilities, and



to assess and assure the effectiveness of the efforts to educate all children
with disabilities. (IDEA, 2020, para. 6)

Transition planning for services into adulthood starting at age 14 was also mandated,
along with educating students with disabilities in the least restrictive environment, which
gave rise to mainstreaming and inclusion movement of the 1990s.
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In 2004, Congress reauthorized IDEA and expanded several services to students
with disabilities that included strengthening services to culturally and linguistically
diverse students with disabilities. The reauthorization of IDEA also called for early
intervention services for students with disabilities, improved educational outcomes, and
raised the standards for educators who teach students with disabilities (USDOE, 2010).
IDEA established a commitment to help provide an adequate supply of qualified special
education teachers. The focus and mission of IDEA are to provide equality and access to
teaching and learning of the general education curriculum through quality programs and
services to students with disabilities.
Since 1975, with the enactment of PL 94-142 and the reauthorization of IDEA
(2004), the United States has changed the way students with disabilities are educated.
The United States has gone from excluding nearly 1.8 million students with disabilities
from public schools to providing special education and related services that were
specially designed for more than 7.5 million students with disabilities in the year 2018–
2019 ((NCES, 2020),). In addition, during the 2018–2019 school year, more than 64% of
children with disabilities were being educated in general education classrooms for 80% or
more of their school day (OSEP, 2019), and early intervention services were being
provided to more than 400,000 infants and toddlers with disabilities and their families
(OSEP, 2020). These laws provide procedural due process protections to students with
disabilities and their parents to ensure their rights to a free and appropriate public
education (Russo, 2019).
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Review of Literature
Through a review of this literature, work-related demands, the role of
administrative support in special education teachers’ job satisfaction, collegial support,
and attrition are explored. The review of the literature begins with the empirical findings
of studies relating to the work demands of special education teachers, the role of collegial
and paraprofessional support in job satisfaction, and then the review concludes with the
largest section of studies concerning the role of administrative support. This review of the
literature contains both qualitative and quantitative studies as well as a meta-analysis.
Work-Related Demands
Job satisfaction has been frequently defined in the literature as the positive or
negative evaluative judgment made about one’s job (Aldridge & Fraser, 2016). A review
of the literature has shown a consistent relationship between job satisfaction and the
probability of special education teachers remaining in their existing teaching positions
(Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Robinson et al., 2019; Stempien & Loeb, 2002). One factor
relating to job satisfaction is the work-related demands that special education teachers
report and their capacity to fulfill those demands. It is important for school principals,
administrators, and other stakeholders to understand the influence that work-related
demands affect the job satisfaction of teachers who work with students with emotional
disabilities.
Andrews and Brown (2015), Bettini et al. (2020), and O’Brien et al. (2019) all
conducted quantitative studies utilizing surveys to research the work-related demands of
special education teachers. Bettini et al. (2020) utilized a secondary data set of 171
special education teachers from 41 urban school districts, while Andrews and Brown
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(2015) utilized a random selection of 11 special education teachers from only one school
district within the southern United States and O’Brien (2019) used a stratified random
national sample of 171 special education teachers who only worked with students with
emotional disabilities in self-contained settings.
Andrews and Brown (2015) and O’Brien et al. (2019) found the lack of
instructional resources and instructional responsibilities impacted special education
teachers’ capacities to manage their workload despite the differences between the
disabilities and age groups of their students. O’Brien et al. (2019) and Bettini et al. (2020)
specifically noted that the work demands were less manageable when centered around
paperwork and the teachers not having adequate class planning time during the school
day. O’Brien et al. (2019) also found that special education teachers reported they were
not able to meet all of the students’ learning needs in one lesson. It is important to note
that the sample from the O’Brien et al. (2019) study focused exclusively on teachers
working with students with emotional disabilities in self-contained settings. Special
education teachers who teach in self-contained settings often have multiple grade levels
with students of varying academic needs, which may have accounted for the participants’
responses of not being able to meet all the students’ learning needs in one lesson.
All three studies contained limitations. The O’Brien et al. (2019) study involved
administering the survey at two points in the school year, fall and spring, which was due
to recruitment challenges. This could have influenced participants’ responses to working
conditions from the beginning of the year as opposed to later in the school year. The
O’Brien et al. (2019) study was also analyzed descriptively, which did not allow for an
examination of the associations between working conditions and outcomes. The sample
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size of 14 special education teachers in the Andrews and Brown (2015) study also limited
the generalization of the results.
The study by Cha and Cohen-Vogel (2011) differed from Andrews and Brown
(2015), Bettini et al. (2020), and O’Brien et al. (2019), as their research focused on
teachers who left teaching for other occupations and the study was not specific to special
education teachers. In addition, the Cha and Cohen-Vogel study included 4,156 public
school teachers (2,477 employed as teachers and 1,679 former teachers) and compared
the two groups of teachers: those who left teaching for an occupation outside of teaching,
and those who stayed teaching in the same school. They also considered the impact of
three variables: influence of salary, working conditions, and professional development
opportunities, and Cha and Vogel-Cohen found that working conditions were the
strongest predictor of job satisfaction and intent to stay in the field, which was
statistically significant and had a large effect size. However, as this was a correlational
study, causal conclusions could not be made.
Several qualitative studies that allowed for a further exploration and
understanding of work-related demands on special education teachers included studies by
Grant (2017), Hester et al. (2020), Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2015), Stark and Koslouski
(2020), and Stauffer and Mason (2013). Both Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2015) and Stark and
Koslouski (2020) conducted semi-structured interviews with special education teachers,
however, their sample size and geographic location differed. Skaalvik and Skaalvik
(2015) surveyed 34 special education teachers from Norway, and Stark and Koslouski
(2020) surveyed eight alternatively certified teachers participating in Teach for America.
Grant (2017) conducted a case study of two special education teachers who taught in the
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same middle school, whereas Hester et al. (2020) qualitatively analyzed open-ended
survey questions of a large sample size of 366 special education teachers from 34 states.
Stauffer and Mason (2013) investigated the stressors that affected elementary education
teachers and their sample was not inclusive of special education teachers.
Through qualitative analysis, several themes emerged from these studies that
examined how work-related demands impacted teachers’ job satisfaction. Grant (2017),
Hester et al. (2020), and Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2015) identified themes relating to job
satisfaction, which included increased workload, insufficient time in the workday to
complete workloads, and large paperwork demands. Hester et al. (2020) specifically
identified job demands associated with IEP deadlines and paperwork as reasons why
special education teachers considered leaving the field. The findings were congruent with
the quantitative studies by O’Brien et al. (2019) and Bettini et al. (2020).
Utilizing a conceptual framework, Stark and Koslouski (2020) found the
following themes around work-related demands: exposure to emotionally intense
situations where teachers felt inadequate to help students overcome challenges and lack
of explicit training. The lack of explicit training was related to not having professional
development regarding the emotional aspects of teaching. Out of the 64 participants in
the Stauffer and Mason (2013) study, 91% of the participants reported workload and
work responsibilities, limited time to accomplish tasks and teaching, and curriculum
concerns as stressors that impacted their job satisfaction.
Despite the themes identified in the qualitative studies, a number of limitations
are important to consider. The study conducted by Grant (2017) contained only openended survey questions with two special education teachers who taught together in the
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same school. In-depth interviews were not conducted with the two participants, and
information regarding the analytic analysis or reliability measures taken were not
reported. Participants in the Stark and Koslouski (2020) study were novice, alternatively
certified special education teachers. As a result, the findings may differ from those
reported by certified special education teachers. The limitations of the Skaalvik and
Skaalvik (2015) study were that the sample was not random and the responses were
translated from Norwegian to English, which may have resulted in certain nuances being
lost. Further, the study by Stauffer and Mason (2013) was conducted at the end of the
school year, which may have limited the response rate and negatively impacted the
participants’ answers to work-related demands.
Lack of meaningful professional development was cited in several studies as a
variable that correlated with special education teachers’ job satisfaction (Hester et al.,
2020; Robinson et al., 2019; Stark & Koslouski, 2021). A study by Robinson et al. (2019)
looked at the relationship between 363 special education teachers’ level of burnout and
job satisfaction in the United States. Specifically, this study investigated the relationships
between teachers having meaningful professional development opportunities and feeling
supported by school administrators, and if they planned to leave the field of special
education. The authors distributed a survey to the participants and analyzed the survey
using canonical correlation analysis. The analysis found a significant correlation between
job satisfaction and burnout. In relation to professional development, a significant
positive relationship was found between meaningful professional development and the
special education teachers’ jobs. The limitations of this study involved not having a
diverse composition of teachers and the study consisted of self-reported surveys.
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Depending on the time of day the teachers filled out the survey, they could have been
experiencing more or less burnout.
As a result of teacher turnover leading to a teacher shortage, schools are often left
to hire inexperienced or uncertified teachers (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond,
2017; McLeskey & Billingsley, 2008). Novice special education teachers often report
having higher workloads, which they found unmanageable compared to their novice
general education teachers (Bettini et al., 2017). The purpose of the Bettini et al. (2017)
study was to inform school leaders how to support novice teachers by examining their
perceptions of workload manageability. In the Bettini et al. study, workload
manageability was found to be significantly and moderately predicted by the frequency of
instructional interaction with colleagues.
Special education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities are
at an increased risk of lower levels of job satisfaction because of work-related demands.
Two studies that looked specifically at the work-related demands of special education
teachers who worked directly with students with emotional disabilities were conducted
by Adera and Bullock (2010) and Bettini et al. (2020). Both quantitative studies found
that special education teachers working with students with disabilities reported
unmanageable workloads. Adera and Bullock (2010) found that teachers reported too
many noninstructional tasks as the most problematic aspects in the workplace. However,
Bettini et al. (2020) found planning time predicted workload manageability. Both studies
included a similar number of special education teachers who worked with students with
emotional disabilities in the United States. However, Adera and Bullock (2010)
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conducted a descriptive study whereas Bettini et al. (2020) used a structural equation
model to analyze the data collected from a national survey.
Specific work-related demands were reported to be related to special education
teachers’ lower levels of job satisfaction. These work-related demands included
insufficient time in the day to meet the requirements specific to the role of a special
education teacher, such as increased paperwork associated with the requirement of
writing and monitoring of IEPs, documentation of meetings, and modification of
materials (Grant, 2017; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015). Lack of instructional resources,
exposure to emotionally intense situations where teachers felt inadequate to help students
overcome challenges, lack of explicit training, and not being able to meet the students’
learning needs were found to lower special education teachers’ job satisfaction (Andrews
& Brown, 2015; O’Brien et al., 2019 Stark & Koslouski, 2020). In summary, these
studies found that work-related demands and special education teachers’ ability to
complete those demands decreased their job satisfaction and contributed to thoughts of
leaving their special education teaching position.
Administrative Support
Studies have found that teachers report that support from administrators has
influenced their decision whether to stay in the field (Ansley et al., 2019; Cancio et al.,
2013). Several studies noted the lack of administrative support as having the greatest
impact on special education teachers’ reason to leave their position (Billingsley & Cross
1991; Tyler & Brunner, 2014). Cancio et al. (2013) found that teachers who reported
higher levels of school principal support also reported higher levels of job satisfaction.
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Despite the role that administrative support may play in teachers’ job satisfaction
and attrition, differing definitions of the construct were noted. In a qualitative study by
Mrstik et al. (2018), the special education teachers who were studied defined
administrative support as emphasizing their role in the school and empowering them to
build an inclusive culture. In contradiction, Bays and Crockett (2007) defined lack of
administrative support as the leader having competing priorities that made them
unavailable to meet the needs of their teachers. Further, Berkovich and Eyal (2017)
defined administrative support in the context of providing emotional support to teachers,
which in turn helped support the teachers’ emotional reframing.
The literature review identified two studies (Cancio et al., 2013; Conley & You,
2017) that looked directly at the relationship between administrative support and teacher
attrition. In the first study, Conley and You (2017) noted that teachers’ job satisfaction or
intention to stay in the field was influenced by positive relationships or support from their
school administrator. Teachers who perceived their administration to have supportive
behaviors, a clear vision, and who recognized their teachers, were less likely to report
they intended to leave teaching or transfer to another school. These findings were
supported by those reported by Billingsley and Cross (1992) and Tyler and Brunner
(2014), who found the lack of administrative support had the greatest impact on special
education teachers’ decision to leave their positions.
Cancio et al. (2013) identified the perceptions of special education teachers who
worked with students with emotional disabilities regarding the definition and importance
of administrative support. The effects of perceived administrative support on teacher
stress, job satisfaction, and school commitment were examined and correlated with the

38

intent to stay in the field. The main purpose of the Cancio et al. study was to identify the
characteristics of administrative support that influenced teachers’ intent to continue
teaching either over the long or short term. All four factors of administrative support,
including guidance and feedback, opportunities for growth, appreciation, and trust, had a
moderate positive relationship with job satisfaction and views about the school. The
findings in Cancio et al. (2013) and Conley & You (2017) reinforced the importance of
administrative support on special education teachers’ job satisfaction and intention to
remain in the field. Several other studies, including those by Andrews and Brown (2015),
Ansley et al. (2019), Hester et al. (2020), Mrstik et al. (2018), O’Brien et al. (2019), and
Stark and Koslouski (2020), identified administrative support as one factor in special
education teachers’ job satisfaction.
Cancio et al. (2013) and Conley and You (2017) conducted quantitative studies
that utilized surveys. However, Cancio et al. (2013) identified 408 special education
teachers of students with emotional disabilities from a sample pool, whereas Conley and
You (2017) included 2,060 middle and high school special education teachers from a
randomly selected secondary database. The analytical methods also differed between the
studies. Pearson correlations were used to investigate how job satisfaction, job feelings,
and school views correlated with administrative support in the study by Cancio et al.
(2013), whereas structural equation modeling was used by Conley and You (2017) to
assess the structural relationship between the variables. The limitations of both studies
centered around the use of the instruments. In the study by Cancio et al. (2013), the
survey instrument was not tested for reliability and validity which limited
generalizability. In the study by Conley and You (2017), a secondary database was
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utilized and the questionnaire that was administered was not created for the specific aims
of the research study.
Two qualitative studies that examined the role school administrators had in
teachers’ job satisfaction were conducted by Hester et al. (2020) and Stauffer and Mason,
(2013). In the study by Stauffer and Mason (2013), elementary teachers were
interviewed, and results indicated that these teachers expressed concerns about their
administrators not preparing them for changes in policy and procedures as well as feeling
a lack of respect from the administrators concerning time and scheduling, job expectation
and demands, and allowance of resources. Similarly, Hester et al. (2020) reported that
teachers expressed experiencing stress related to their interactions with administrators
and referenced the lack of resources provided by the administrators. Several of the
participants also described their administrators as not knowledgeable about special
education.
Three studies that researched specific leadership traits as they related to job
satisfaction were by Atik and Celik, (2020), Qadach et al. (2020), and Shaw and Newton
(2014). Qadach et al. (2020) researched the role of instructional leadership with teachers’
intent to leave, while Shaw and Newton (2014) researched the role of teacher retention
and job satisfaction with an administrator who was a servant leader. Atik and Celik
(2020) investigated the relationship between school principals with the empowering
leadership style and teachers’ job satisfaction. All three studies were conducted
quantitatively, however, the sample from the Shaw and Newton (2014) study consisted of
234 teachers from high schools within the United States where the sample from Qadach
et al. (2020) consisted of a large sample of 130 principals and 1,700 teachers from Israel.
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Participants from the Atik and Celik (2020) study included 401 teachers who were
randomly selected from the central districts in Denizli, Turkey. All three studies were not
specific to special education teachers; however, some were included as participants.
Shaw and Newton (2014) conducted a quasi-experimental correlational study and Atik
and Celik (2020) and Qadach et al. (2020) used structural equation modeling to analyze
the data from questionnaires.
Empowering leadership practices of school principals refers to the distribution of
responsibilities and promoting teachers’ involvement in the decision-making process, as
well as providing support to teachers for professional development (Atik & Celik, 2020).
Through structural equation modeling, the authors looked at the relationship between
school principals’ empowering leadership behaviors, trust in principals, and perceptions
of job satisfaction of 401 educators working with students in kindergarten through 12th
grade in Denizli, Turkey. The results of the Atik and Celik (2020) study found
empowering leadership directly and significantly impacted positive job satisfaction.
Greenleaf (1977) has been credited with coining the term “servant leadership.”
When he brought the two terms together, servant and leader, he created a new meaning to
the importance that service in leadership provides. Servant leadership is considered a way
of life that is all-encompassing. Servant leaders share power, put the needs of others first
before themselves, are willing to learn from others, value the advancement and rewards
of others, and they seek to help individuals reach their full potential. They provide vision,
promote team problem solving and team effectiveness, and they are highly influenced by
serving the needs of others (Allen et al., 2016). Shaw and Newton (2014), in their study
on teachers’ perceptions of their school principals’ level of servant leadership, found a
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large, significant positive correlation between teachers’ perceptions of their school
principals’ level of servant leadership and their job satisfaction. There also was a
significant positive correlation between teachers’ perceptions of the school principals’
level of servant leadership and the teachers’ intended retention.
Qadach et al. (2020) specifically focused on principals’ instructional leadership as
it related to teachers’ intent to leave. They defined intent to leave as occurring when
employees stayed in their jobs even though they experienced low levels of job
satisfaction. The main finding in this study was that principals’ instructional leadership
decreased teachers’ intent to leave through the collective teachers’ efficacy and shared
vision. The study further added to the research demonstrating the importance of
administrative support and identifying the importance it may play in decreasing teachers’
intent to leave (Qadach et al., 2020).
Studies have shown that administrators play an important role in job satisfaction
and special education teachers’ intent to stay in the field. A result of a meta-analysis
conducted by Park and Shin (2020), they found that special education teachers’ intent to
leave was strongly influenced by administrative support. This finding, in conjunction
with the specific factors of administrative support, such as guidance and feedback,
opportunities for growth, appreciation, trust, and a clear vision, identified by Cancio et al.
(2013) and Conley and You (2017), provided further evidence of the importance of
school administrators in impacting teachers’ job satisfaction and attrition.
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Collegial Support
A review of the literature indicates that there is a strong, positive relationship
between special education teachers’ work commitment, levels of job satisfaction, and
intention to stay in the field of special education when they experience increased support
from their colleagues (Bettini et al., 2018; Conley & You, 2017). Social context can
influence teachers’ job satisfaction, and one area of social context, according to Bettini et
al. (2018), is collegial and paraprofessional support. Paraprofessional support refers to
teacher assistants or teacher aides working under the direction of the special education
teachers to provide support to students with disabilities. Paraprofessionals are generally
support staff who are not certified teachers and they work under the general supervision
of the special education teacher. They can assist in the delivery of special education
services, but they cannot serve in place of the special education teacher. New teachers
reported that positive experiences with collaboration were related to positive outcomes
(Billingsley et al., 2020).
Special education teachers reported that they were more likely to stay in the field
of special education when they experienced strong support from their colleagues (Jones et
al., 2013). Special education teachers reported collaborating frequently with their
paraprofessionals but they had limited interaction with learning specialists and behavior
specialists, despite being an indicator for increased levels of job satisfaction in a
descriptive quantitative study by O’Brien et al. (2019). Several studies suggested that
collegial support may be an essential component of teachers’ perceptions of their ability
to support their students’ learning (Billingsley et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2013; O’Brien et
al., 2019).
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A meta-analysis conducted by Park and Shin (2020) compared the associations
between the three dimensions of burnout: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and
personal accomplishment, to independent factors of student, teacher, and school
variables. The researchers reviewed 28 peer-reviewed articles and 13 dissertations
published between 1983 and 2018 with a total sample of 6,623 special education
teachers. Results of the analysis found that in addition to self-efficacy and stress, support
from school personnel was also significant to each burnout dimension.
The results of the Park and Shin study also found a significant effect of work
commitment on intent to leave that was strongly influenced by administrative support and
teacher team efficacy. However, the study found that administrative support was
mediated by three variables: job satisfaction, work, and career commitment. Further, this
study did not account for the specific areas of special education. As a result, it is possible
that depending on the area of specialty (e.g., severe emotional disturbance), levels of selfefficacy and stress may vary (Park & Shin, 2020).
Two studies that explored the relationship between special education teachers’
intention to leave the field and support from colleagues were conducted by Hagaman and
Casey (2018) and Hester et al. (2020). Hester et al. (2020) utilized open-ended questions
whereas Hagaman and Casey (2018) relied upon focus groups to collect their data. Both
qualitative studies found that special education teachers reported that they were not able
to meet the needs of their students because of the lack of support staff or the lack of
cooperation, recognition, and support from other teachers. Hester et al. (2020)
specifically highlighted that special education teachers reported decreased job satisfaction
when collaborating with general education teachers who were not receptive to having
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them in their classroom. Participants’ descriptions of collaboration with other teachers
highlighted an overall feeling of a lack of respect and devaluing of their professional
expertise. Limitations of both studies included limited geographic locations and lack of
diversity.
A quantitative study by Berry (2012) looked at the relationship of perceived
support to satisfaction and commitment for special education teachers in rural areas. A
total of 203 special education teachers from rural districts were included in the study. The
survey administered consisted of 34 questions investigating four different categories
relating to teacher attrition, teacher and position characteristics, work-related support,
teacher satisfaction, and commitment. The most available sources of support that were
reported included administrators, general educators, related service providers, and
parents. Supports that were not available to them but were indicated as helpful included
grade-level and special education team meetings and online contact with other teachers.
A correlation analysis was used to establish the relationship between the variables.
Teachers reported that they were more likely to choose to teach in a rural school again if
they had a broader network of support, however, this effect was small (Berry, 2012).
Special education teachers often must work with multiple professionals to meet
the needs of their students. Support from other professionals in the school building,
including paraprofessionals, was examined as it related to special education teachers’ job
satisfaction and intent to stay in the field. Lack of support from colleagues and limited
interaction with specialists were all negatively related to job satisfaction and increased
teachers’ intent to leave the field of special education (Hagaman & Casey, 2018; Park &
Shin, 2020).
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Chapter Summary
Chapter 2, through a review of the literature, explored work-related demands, the
role of administrative support in special education teacher’s job satisfaction, and collegial
support. Attrition rates for special education teachers in the United States are higher than
those of general education teachers. Special education teachers are two and a half times
more likely to leave their position after their first year of teaching than other first-year
teachers (McLeskley & Billingsley, 2008). Attrition rates further compound the teacher
shortages for special education teachers. Studies have shown a consistent relationship
between job satisfaction and the likelihood of special education teachers remaining in
their current teaching position (Ansley et al., 2019; Conley & You, 2017; Robinson et al.,
2019; Stempien & Loeb, 2002).
Given the diverse academic and behavioral needs of students with emotional
disabilities, special education teachers need to have the relevant skills and experiences to
meet their needs (Adera & Bullock, 2010). Special education teachers working with
students with emotional disabilities report a higher level of stress, lower levels of job
satisfaction, higher levels of burnout, and higher levels of attrition than their general
special education peers (Cancio et al., 2013; O’Brien et al., 2019; Stempien & Loeb,
2002). Several studies found that teachers reported that support from administrators had
influenced their decision to stay in the field (Ansley et al., 2019; Cancio et al., 2013).
Studies have also found that administrators influenced special education teachers’ workrelated demands, and time and support from collegial relationships affected job
satisfaction. Specific leadership characteristics of administrators, such as instructional
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leadership and servant leadership, have also been studied as they relate to influencing
teachers’ job satisfaction.
High rates of special education teacher turnover have negative impacts on entire
school systems. Through teacher attrition, schools lose special education teachers who
have in-depth knowledge of students and their families. Future research should focus on
understanding how the intersectionality of work-related experiences and demands,
administrative support, as well as collegial and paraprofessional supports influence
special education teachers’ job satisfaction (Bettini et al., 2018; Conley & You, 2017).
This review of the literature identified a gap in the literature regarding the types of
administrative support special education teachers working with students with emotional
disabilities indicate would need to increase their levels of job satisfaction. Chapter 3
provides the research design, methodology, context, participants, data collection, and
analysis process used in this study.
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Chapter 3: Research Design Methodology
Introduction
Special education teachers who work with students with emotional disabilities are
at risk for lower levels of job satisfaction and higher levels of burnout than their general
education teaching peers or special education teachers who do not work with students
with emotional disabilities (Adera & Bullock, 2010; Stempien & Loeb, 2002). Low levels
of job satisfaction and high levels of burnout can lead to higher attrition rates for teachers
working with students with disabilities. Attrition can lead to a shortage of special
education teachers who are qualified to work with students with emotional disabilities.
Students with emotional disabilities require highly skilled teachers trained in evidencebased academic and behavioral supports to mitigate the risk of negative lifelong
outcomes (Bradley et al., 2008; Wagner, 2014). These students have a higher degree of
negative post-secondary outcomes than any other disability group (Bradley et al., 2008).
The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to gain an
understanding of the lived experiences of job satisfaction for elementary school special
education teachers who worked with students with emotional disabilities. Specifically,
the goal was to determine the perceptions of job satisfaction for special education
teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in NYS.
High turnover for special education teachers working with students with emotional
disabilities can have both detrimental impacts on the students and financial implications
for the districts that serve the students (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017;
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McLeskey & Billingsley, 2008). Given the negative impact on this vulnerable population
of students and their districts, as well as the gap in the literature for this population of
teachers, this study focused on special education teachers who worked with students with
emotional disabilities in self-contained BOCES center-based programs (Bertinni et al.,
2020).
The research questions that guided this qualitative research study were:
1. What are the perceptions of job satisfaction for elementary school special
education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in
BOCES centers in New York State?
2. How do elementary school special education teachers working with students
with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in New York State perceive
their school principals impacting their job satisfaction?
Research Design
This study was conducted utilizing a qualitative research design. Qualitative
research addresses the “what” that entails a conceptualization of the phenomenon under
investigation as a whole and its various parts (Wertz et al., 2011). Creswell (2013)
identified that qualitative research is conducted when a problem or issue needs to be
explored or a complex detailed understanding of an issue is needed by talking directly
with the participants. Creswell and Creswell (2018) suggested that qualitative research
can be used to empower people and minimize the potential power relationship that may
exist between the researcher and the participants in the study.
Specifically, this study was conducted using a transcendental phenomenological
approach to explore the essence of job satisfaction for elementary school special
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education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers
in NYS. Transcendental phenomenology allows the researcher to access the underlying
meaning of a participant’s experience by providing a systematic approach to analyzing
data through the participant’s lived experiences (Adu, 2019; Moustakas 1994).
Moustakas’s (1994) transcendental research design focuses less on the interpretations of
the researcher and more on the experiences of the participant. In transcendental
phenomenology, the phenomenon being studied is experienced by suspending all ego as
if it was being experienced for the first time. It requires researchers to see what is before
their eyes, refraining from judgment (Moustakas 1994). Transcendental phenomenology
requires researchers to have knowledge of intentionality. Intentionality requires being
present to oneself and the things in the world, and recognizing that an individual and the
world coexist to create meaning (Moustakas, 1994). Meaning is central to transcendental
phenomenology. Transcendental phenomenology utilizes epoché or phenomenological
reduction, which involves bracketing one’s background and biases to obtain objective
results (Moustakas, 1994). Specifically, when performing transcendental
phenomenological reduction, it allows researchers to transcend beyond their own
assumptions of job satisfaction and seek the essence of the participants’ experiences. This
step allowed this researcher to identify and set aside prior experiences and knowledge of
job satisfaction through bracketing.
Transcendental phenomenology is an appropriate methodology when the
researcher has a phenomenon to study and the participants can provide a description of
their experiences. The heavy emphasis on individual stories in transcendental
phenomenology allows for the participants to tell their stories in their own word and not
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through an interpretation of the researcher (Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004). A key
component of transcendental phenomenology is intuition. Intuition is critical in
describing whatever presents itself in whatever manner it is presented (Moustakas, 1994).
Using a transcendental phenomenological design, a textual description and essence of the
phenomenon of job satisfaction for special education teachers working with students with
emotional disabilities was uncovered through the participants’ shared experiences
(Moustakas, 1994).
Interpretive and transcendental phenomenology were explored as potential
research designs. Interpretive phenomenology is based on the assumption that humans
function in the world without being completely free of the world. Socially situated
meanings, habits, practices, and skills were all focal points of this research design
(Benner, 2012). Interpretive phenomenology does not include bracketing out of the
researcher’s experience as that experience is considered useful in co-constructing the
meaning of the phenomenon being studied (Lopez & Willis, 2004; Tuohy et al., 2013).
Interpretive methods do not focus solely on the lived experience of the phenomenon
through the participants’ own experience. In contrast, transcendental phenomenology
seeks to bracket out pre-assumptions to approach the phenomenon as though one has no
prior ideas or suppositions (Benner, 2012; Tuohy et al., 2013). Transcendental
phenomenology is the appropriate research design to answer the research questions for
this study because it allows insight into how the participants perceived and experienced
the phenomenon of job satisfaction.
Given the researcher’s experience as a special education teacher and special
education administrator in the BOCES system, the process of bracketing out personal
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experiences and bracketing out describing the researcher’s own experiences with the
subject, using reflexive memos, was a useful tool. The use of reflexive memos in
transcendental phenomenology allowed the researcher to engage in the research to a
greater degree while acknowledging and setting aside the researcher’s bias to enhance
openness (Moustakas, 1994). The use of memos also created an intense relationship
between the researcher and the data which enabled the researcher to feel a heightened
sensitivity to the meaning that was contained in the data (Birks et al., 2008). It was
important to recognize the researcher’s prior knowledge of this subject and how it might
influence several aspects of the research design including the participants; the questions
asked during the interview process; and the analysis of the data, findings, and
recommendations.
Research Context
This study included special education teachers in BOCES within NYS. At the
time of this writing, there are 37 BOCES that serve nearly all school districts throughout
the state. BOCES provides educational programming to students with disabilities, to
students in vocational training, and provides administrative services to the school districts
in their region. BOCES centers varies in size, location, and scope of programs offered.
The smallest BOCES in NYS serves eight component school districts. The largest
BOCES in NYS serves 56 school districts. Altogether, the 37 BOCES serve over 700
school districts in NYS (BOCES, 2021). The researcher’s BOCES of employment was
not included in the study given the potential conflict of interest for the researcher
conducting the study. This study focused on participating BOCES in NYS that have had
elementary school BOCES center-based programs for students with emotional
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disabilities. At the time of this writing, there are approximately 100 elementary school
special education teachers in the 36 BOCES that fit the criteria for this study. All BOCES
were surveyed for interest in the study to ensure that a representation of grade levels,
sizes of BOCES, and at least eight participants were included in the study.
Research Participants
Qualitative research involves purposefully selecting research participants or sites
that best help the researcher understand the problem as well as the research questions
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Qualitative research purposeful sampling fulfills a specific
purpose that is consistent with the study’s research questions (Collingridge & Gantt,
2009). Teacher turnover has increased the number of inexperienced special education
teachers working with students with emotional disabilities (Carver-Thomas & DarlingHammond, 2017; McLeskey & Billingsley, 2008). Given the issues with longevity of the
population studied, only certified elementary school special education teachers with at
least 1 year within their current position, who worked with students with emotional
disabilities in BOCES centers in New York were included in this study. Uncertified or
alternatively certified teachers were excluded from participating in this study as their
experience could vary from those teachers who were certified.
Creswell and Creswell (2018) stated that it is essential in phenomenological
studies that participants have lived experiences of the phenomenon being studied. The
sample of elementary school special education teachers working with students with
emotional disabilities in BOCES centers were included because of their in-depth and
shared experiences with the research questions in this study, and because there is limited
research with this specific population of teachers. Elementary school special education
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teachers working in BOCES centers were able to provide a description of the
phenomenon of job satisfaction from their own experience which is required in
transcendental phenomenology.
Upon approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at St. John Fisher
College and the BOCES centers where the participants were located, recruitment of the
participants began. A letter describing the study (Appendix A) was sent to each director
of special education of the selected BOCES. Email addresses were obtained from the
BOCES public websites. To determine interest in this study, each director of special
education was asked to send out a letter (Appendix B), provided by the researcher,
explaining the study to teachers who met the criteria. The letter provided the researcher’s
email address so the teachers could email the researcher to offer their willingness to
participate in the study.
Giorgi (2009) indicated that researchers conducting phenomenological research
should use at least three participants, while Creswell and Creswell (2018) and Duke
(1984) recommended three to 10 participants. Peoples (2021) suggested that the
researcher have an adequate sample when categories or themes are saturated, and data no
longer reveal any new insights. This study sought to interview between six to 10 special
education teachers who fit the criteria. A purposive sampling technique was utilized to
obtain the eight participants for the study. Once the participants were identified,
interviews were scheduled with an additional letter identifying the procedures of the
interview, data collection, and confidentiality (Appendix C). Table 3.1 presents the
participants’ demographics.
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Table 3.1
Participants’ Demographic Information

Participant

Years of
Experience

Grade Level
Taught

Gender

Number of
Districts in the
BOCES

1

15+

4–6

Female

8–15

2

1–5

2–4

Female

8–15

3

6–10

1–3

Female

8–15

4

15+

K–1

Female

8–15

5

6–10

2–4

Female

8–15

6

15+

K–3

Female

8–15

7

6–10

4–6

Female

8–15

8

11–15

4–5

Female

8–15

Instruments Used for Data Collection
The overall research design of this study included semi-structured interviews
(Appendix D) of a purposeful sample of elementary school special education teachers in
BOCES centers in NYS. Semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to ask
questions focused on the research topic, and they provided the researcher with a
disciplined but natural process for the phenomenological research (Peoples, 2021). Semistructured interview questions were adapted from Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs,
and the interview questions were piloted with three teachers in instructional coaching
roles who were not included in this study.
Procedures Used for Data Collection
This study implemented a qualitative research design of conducting semistructured interviews with each participant, one on one, for 45 to 60 minutes. Prior to
conducting the interview, the participants were provided with a copy of a letter of consent
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and confidentiality. The interviews contained an introduction, opening questions, body of
the interview, and a closing. Given the geographic locations of the BOCES across the
state, the high-quality Zoom digital platform was used to conduct and audio record the
interviews for this study. Internal confidentiality was maintained by assigning a
pseudonym to represent the participants, ensuring that the participants would not be able
to be identified (Tolich, 2004).
The audio recorded Zoom interviews were transcribed through a web-based
transcription site, and any reference made by the participants of their own names were
removed from the transcripts. Observational field notes were collected to record
nonverbal cues that were used during the interviews and recorded as interactions with the
participants. Each interview transcription was reviewed multiple times by the researcher
to ensure responses were recorded verbatim. A copy of each interview transcript was
provided to each participant allowing for member checking to secure the accuracy of the
data collected. Member checking, peer review, rich descriptions, explanation of
researcher’s bias, and external audits were used to increase credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability of the instruments and results. Comparing the essence
of the experience with the relevant data and making sure the data represented the
participants’ experiences was also completed.
The data are and will be stored in a password-protected computer in a passwordprotected file and housed in the author’s home office for at least 3 years after the
interviews. When the 3 years has passed, all data and videos of the interviews will be
destroyed
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Procedures Used for Data Analysis
The participant interviews were conducted until the categories or themes were
saturated and no new information could be revealed. The goal of transcendental
phenomenology is to reveal the essence of the phenomenon (Peoples, 2021). There are
four main stages to the transcendental phenomenological analysis that are appropriate for
this study: horizontalization, phenomenological reduction, imaginative variation, and
meaning synthesis (Moustakas, 1994).
The first step in the phenomenological reduction process is horizontalization of
the data (Moustakas, 1994). Significant statements and quotes were identified through
bracketing, and the participants’ statements, through horizontalization, received the same
value as any other statements. Transcripts of the eight participants were read multiple
times by the researcher. In transcendental phenomenology, the phenomenon being
studied is experienced by suspending all ego of the researcher as if that phenomenon was
new and being experienced by the researcher for the first time. It requires researchers to
see what is before their eyes, refraining from judgment (Moustakas ,1994). The
researcher used epoché while reading the transcripts by bracketing out background and
biases as a former special education teacher, principal, and current administrator to obtain
objective results (Moustakas, 1994). This allowed the researcher to transcend beyond her
own assumptions of job satisfaction and seek the essence of the participants’ experiences
of job satisfaction.
During the second stage, the researcher conducted a phenomenological reduction,
which included extracting essential excerpts from the data. Based on the selected
excerpts, the researcher compiled the statements and grouped them based on the

57

similarity of the participants’ experiences, created themes based on the selected
statements, categorized the themes, and then developed textual descriptions by describing
each theme to depict what was experienced (Moustakas, 1994). During the
transcendental-phenomenological reduction, each experience was considered in its
singularity. The phenomenon is described in its totality (Moustakas, 1994).
The first cycle coding, which involved a combination of initial coding, in vivo
coding, a priori coding, and emotion coding, was utilized. Initial coding is an
introductory coding process in which the researcher applies codes to each line of the
transcript (Saldaña, 2016). In vivo codes use short phrases from the participant’s own
words; it allowed the researcher to honor the participant’s voice during the data analysis
process (Miles et al., 2020). A priori coding was used, with codes generated from
Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs theory, during this stage of the coding process.
Emotion coding was also utilized to label the emotions recalled or experienced by the
participants (Saldaña, 2016). Next, pattern coding was conducted as a second coding
cycle. Pattern coding allowed the researcher to identify similarly coded data and organize
the data into categories and themes (Saldaña, 2016).The last step in phenomenological
reduction is to develop textual descriptions by describing each theme to illustrate the
experience of the participants. Transcendental-phenomenological reduction data analysis
was the best suited methodology for this study, and it was used to achieve a texturalstructural synthesis and essence of the experiences of job satisfaction of the special
education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities (Moustakas, 1994).
Imaginative variation follows transcendental phenomenological reduction. During
this stage, the researcher aimed to grasp the structural essence of the experiences of the
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participants by examining the features of each experience and potential relationships by
bringing the themes together to create possible meanings of their experiences and
generate structural descriptions through selecting meanings that best represent their
experience (Moustakas, 1994).
Summary of Methodology
A phenomenological transcendental study was chosen for this study as it allowed
for textual and structural descriptions of the participants’ perceptions of their experience
of job satisfaction (Adu, 2019). The heavy emphasis on individual stories in
transcendental phenomenology allowed the participants to tell their stories of job
satisfaction in their own word and not from the interpretation of the researcher (MoererUrdahl & Creswell, 2004). Chapter 3 provided an overview of the transcendental
phenomenological method and procedures that will be followed to investigate the
perceptions of job satisfaction for elementary school special education teachers working
with students with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers.
High rates of special education teacher turnover have negative impacts on entire
school systems. Through teacher attrition, schools lose special education teachers who
have in-depth knowledge of students and their families (Carver-Thomas & DarlingHammond, 2017; McLeskey & Billingsley, 2008). Given the negative impact on this
vulnerable population of students and their districts, as well as the gap in the literature for
this population of teachers, this study focused on special education teachers who worked
with students with emotional disabilities in self-contained BOCES center-based programs
(Bertinni et al., 2020). The findings of this study regarding the perceptions of elementary
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school special education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in
BOCES centers will be described in Chapter 4.
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Chapter 4: Results
Introduction
The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to gain an
understanding of the lived experiences of elementary school special education teachers
who worked with students with emotional disabilities. Specifically, the goal was to
determine what factors influenced the job satisfaction of the elementary school special
education teacher participants who, at the time of this study, worked with students with
emotional disabilities in center-based BOCES locations by answering the study’s two
research questions:
1. What are the perceptions of job satisfaction for elementary school special
education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in
BOCES centers in New York State?
2. How do elementary school special education teachers, working with students
with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in New York State perceive
their school principals impacting their job satisfaction?
Qualitative data were collected through semi-structured interviews with eight
certified elementary school special education teachers who had been working for at least
a year with students with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers. All of the participants
in this study were female and worked in a BOCES center that had between eight and 15
component school districts. Sixteen interview questions, adapted from Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs theory (1943) and Fisher and Royster’s representation of teacher’s
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needs (2016), were answered by each participant (Appendix D). The interviews were
conducted through Zoom and lasted between 45–60 minutes. A copy of each interview
transcript was provided to each participant allowing for member checking to secure the
accuracy of the data collected.
Chapter 4 provides an overview of the findings organized by categories and
themes integrated with the two research questions to better understand the experience of
job satisfaction for special education teacher participants working with students with
emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in NYS. The data from the interviews were
analyzed, and the findings presented were consistent with the transcendental
phenomenological methodology. The essence of the participants experiences was
uncovered through the data analysis process.
Data Analysis and Findings
Transcendental phenomenological data analysis allowed the researcher to access
the underlying meaning of job satisfaction for the special education teachers working
with students with emotional disabilities by providing a systematic approach to analyzing
the data through the participants’ lived experiences (Adu, 2019; Moustakas, 1994). Using
a transcendental phenomenological design, a textual description and essence of the
phenomenon of job satisfaction for special education teachers working with students with
emotional disabilities were uncovered through the participants’ shared experiences
(Moustakas, 1994).
Table 4.1 illustrates 28 codes that were generated under Research Question 1:
What are the perceptions of job satisfaction for elementary school special education
teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in New
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York State?, and Table 4.2 illustrates 12 codes that were generated under Research
Question 2: How do elementary school special education teachers working with students
with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in New York State perceive their school
principals impacting their job satisfaction?

Table 4.1
Codes Generated for Research Question 1
Perception
Working with the students
Seeing growth
Tough but rewarding
Classroom Team
Trust within the team
Feeling safe
Feeling equipped
Limited planning time
Relevant professional development
Differentiating for multiple abilities
Time consuming searching for and preparing materials
Lack of reading programs to meet student’s needs
Success because of the team
Connection to the school community

Code
Support
Higher Salary
Staff Shortages
Out of pocket expenses
Lack of curriculum
Support with the curriculum
Multiple roles
The need for recognition
It’s the little things that matter
Feeling appreciated
Provides support
Turnover on the team
Appreciate each other
Need to feel connected

Table 4.2
Codes Generated for Research Question 2
Perception

Code

Transparency

Trust

Support for behavior

Feeling heard

Involved

Understands the students

Wished he/she had more time

Added responsibilities

Appreciates us

Visibility

Established a sense of belonging

Turnover
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Five categories aligned with the data in Fisher and Royster’s (2016)
representation of Maslow’s hierarchy of physiological needs as they related to the
teaching profession. These five categories are: subsistence, security, association, respect,
and self-actualization. Under the five categories, 14 themes emerged. With the integration
of the participants responses under Research Question 1 and Research Question 2, the
five categories and 14 themes represent the findings under both research questions.
Figure 4.1 illustrates the five categories and themes that emerged from the participants’
interviews under each category representing both research questions.

Figure 4.1
Categories and Themes

Subsistence

Security

Association

Respect

Self-Actualization

Resources to
meet the diverse
needs of the
students.

Teachers’
physical safety
matters.

Power of the
classroom
community.

The value of
being
appreciated.

Fulfillment of
student
potential.

Not enough
hours in the
day…

Comparative
wages.

Characteristics
and actions of
principal
support.

Trusted as a
professional.

Rewarded by
student growth.

Relevance and
access to the
curriculum.

Doing more with
less.

Visibility in the
classroom.

Relevant and
timely
professional
development.
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Invariant-constituents, meaning units, or horizons for each theme are depicted for
each participant in Table 4.3 through Table 4.10. Each participant’s statement was
evaluated for two requirements: (a) containing a moment of the experience that was
necessary and sufficient to understand it, and (b) the ability to label and extract the
experience. The participants’ statements were then clustered under each theme, and the
verification occurred of the invariant constituents and their related theme against the full
participants’ transcripts (Moustakas, 1994). The data are displayed for each participant as
they value the participants’ voices which is integral to transcendental phenological
research.
Table 4.3
Invariant Constituents of Special Education Teacher’s Perception of Job Satisfaction –
Participant 1
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Rewarded by student
growth

I was drawn to the kids who need help.” “There was a whole bunch of kids that
were left out.
Maybe I have to do it a different way, but they could still learn what everybody
else is learning and sometimes go above that.
I would say the kids. They make me laugh.
We never have a boring day.
I just felt it was a challenge. I would feel like, and still to this day, 21 days, 21
years in, nothing is ever boring.
I just felt like it was a little more challenging than another classroom.

Fulfillment of student
potential

Sometimes I regret that because it’s sometimes way too challenging, but I just
feel like I was just more drawn to the kids that needed more help than.

Teachers’ physical
safety matters

They just felt like they shouldn't come to work to get hurt.
But it's class to class. I have felt like there have been dangerous kids in the
classroom and sometimes administration does not hear that.
We're taking a whole lot of kids in BOCES that we are not equipped to handle.

Comparative wages

Our salary at one point was like middle of the road for our county and it's kind
of decreased since then
But then you end up spending your own money on whatever it may be, things
that you need.
The pay. again, the local competing district they pay more so people are going
to go there.
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And with BOCES, I'm sure you know, you don't have the opportunity to coach a
soccer team or to do the yearbook club and get stipends for those kinds of
things.
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Resources to meet
the diverse needs of
the students

Well, the multi-level grades I had a sixth grader who had about 130 IQ and a
fourth grader who had about a 60. So, there was no way to group, there was no
way to combine materials, so that was constantly, that was challenging. So that
was hard.

Not enough hours in
the day

I feel like there's so much to do, and there's not a whole lot of time in the day,
and then you're worrying about meetings every day.

Doing more with less

It’s hard to get employees.
We can't get subs. We have positions open that we can't hire for.

Relevance and access
to the curriculum

I want to say the lack of curriculum is the biggest, like a defined reading
program. So, it's kind of like, we have a whole kind of mishmash, but then you
end up spending your own money on whatever it may be, things that you need.
Again, it gives me a lot of creativity and flexibility. I can then create what I
want.

Relevant and timely
professional
development

If I had to grade the professional development, it'd probably be a D or an F.
A lot of the times we're redoing the same things over and over.
That’s probably the biggest dissatisfaction.
I’d rather be in the classroom than do the conferences.

Power of the
classroom
community

And there's a lot of turn-over with that as well, so I've gone through a lot of
social workers in the last couple years.
We are a fairly close team, but again, it doesn't always stay consistent year to
year.

The value of being
appreciated

Everybody needs a little positive reinforcement that you're doing what you're
supposed to be doing and doing a good job at it.

Trusted as a
professional

If you are trusted, that makes you happy” “They trust the people that are
teaching well, they trust the people that have experience and there's not a whole
lot of micromanaging.
They understand that I know what's best for the kids and they let me do it.

Characteristics and
actions of principal
support

The administrators I have now understand the population we're working with,
understand what we can and cannot deal with in the classroom.
Would say that, well, the top one, like I said before, is definitely micromanage.
If you are trusted, that makes you happy.

Visibility in the
classroom

I feel like sometimes I wouldn't know if they're here, and some people maybe
don’t like that, but they may not even know if the administrator's here for the
day or not because you don't see them.
That’s okay with me. I feel like they know what I'm doing, and I feel like that
means that they trust me and they kind of leave me alone.
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Table 4.4
Invariant Constituents of Special Education Teacher’s Perception of Job Satisfaction –
Participant 2
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Rewarded by student growth

I am learning with them. It's like a learning reciprocal process.
I think it's really neat to learn from these individuals and be able to
witness their growth and celebrate with them.

Fulfillment of student
potential

I would say the aspects of my job that are most strongly linked to job
satisfaction are things that will allow me to see that
growth in students' behavior.
It's certainly the student interactions.
I don't think I go a single day where I don't have a moment that just
brings me joy. The kids are fabulous and just knowing that they feel
connected, and they feel safe in my classroom is just really rewarding.
That is super neat to see and be part of that journey with them.

Teachers’ physical safety
matters

Working with this population, you have to assume and accept an element
of risk with your physical safety.
Because when children with trauma are dysregulated, they can
sometimes be physical.
There's an increased level of anxiety and stress in the building because
they don't feel safe and I think that's very real.
I have a lot of support staff to help with those physical behaviors.
So, it's typically not being directed at me, but I definitely see the effect
and the result it has on my staff members.

Comparative Wages

I feel like my salary is relatively adequate for the initial licensure of a
special education teacher.
I think the biggest difficulty with my salary is how much of my salary
ends up being used for the classroom.
And a lot of that goes into material.

Resources to meet the diverse
needs of the students

I want to feel like I'm effective in meeting my kids' different array of
needs, their social, emotional, and academic needs.
And when you have kids from all different grade levels, that can
certainly be challenging.
I try to kind of assess to see where they're all at and try to meet
somewhere in the middle.
But I would say I recognize almost daily that there's some kids that I'm
not being able to reach in the way that I really need or want to.

Not enough hours in the day

There's very limited planning time.

Doing more with less

I think struggle with any of these initiatives that we have is being able to
have the follow through a lot because of lack of staffing.

Relevance and access to the
curriculum

I would have more confidence as a teacher in what I'm delivering, and
that can be hard I feel like I'm sometimes delivering things that are not
appropriate for them.
So that's another thing trying to prepare them for state testing. That's
really not testing the skills that they have access to right now.

67

I think it's difficult to access material. I know we have a curriculum
closet, but it's basic curriculum. It's what you would find on the next
generation website, just in a big binder.
It can oftentimes be overwhelming when you go into the curriculum
closet, that's just stacked with a bunch of binders, and you have to figure
out what to grab from where.
And once again, I don't feel like the curriculum, the next gen curriculum,
is appropriate for kids in many ways
So, I do struggle with a lack of access to materials and curriculum that
are appropriate for our children and also collaboration.
It's very challenging in my program.
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Relevant and timely
professional development

There's been limited professional development. And I think that's in part
due to COVID, which kind of limited our resources and time to engage
in that professional development, which has definitely been a
disadvantage.
I feel like for me as a beginning teacher, I'm very eager to learn and grow
and develop my pedagogy. So that's been difficult.
And they're not always supportive of developing coping strategies and
engaging with students in a more trauma sensitive way.
I guess also including more professional development about what it is to
work with kids in this population and what the best practices are for that.
Because I feel like even for myself, I've had to discover and learn about
the best practices myself.
It's not something that's really enveloped in the school or any of our
training.

Theme

Invariant Constituents

Power of the classroom
community

Hard to connect with other staff members, especially about how they're
delivering content, different methods, the way that they are
differentiating their lessons.
In my time there, I don't know if we've honestly had any conversations
around that with colleagues.
I am, I think extremely lucky. I have a pretty stellar crew that have been
at BOCES for a long time.
Really like being able to have this classroom units and being able to
collaborate and learn with them.
It can be challenging to get everybody on the same page because
everyone of course has their own beliefs about how... especially when it
comes to how a child should be addressed regarding their behavior.

The value of being
appreciated

Constantly told you should feel like you belong here and you're needed.
So, I think I've gotten a lot of positive feedback and respect from
colleagues in administration about being optimistic to show up to work
every day.
So, there's been lots of wonderful recognition that's happened, whether
it's from an email or people personally coming into my classroom or an
administrator emailing me, or sometimes even superintendents when
they're in the building.
In some ways I feel like have been inundated with too much praise
because it's so frequent.
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I feel like it helps reaffirm to me that I'm doing something that is
valuable because frequently at the end of the day, I struggle to know if I
helped the kids that day.
If I did anything that was worthwhile. So, it's definitely helpful. I
sometimes wish that I had more concrete feedback, but that once again
would happen if people were able to observe the classroom.
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Trusted as a professional

And for myself, that can make me anxious because I feel like if I had
more freedom to design lessons and material that was appropriate for
their needs, my students would have more confidence. They'd have more
growth.

Characteristics and actions of
principal support

She is really dedicated to trying to support all the different classrooms,
the best that she can.
I do think it is a dilemma that she's extremely overworked.
So, I think that helps significantly that she understands the population
that we're working with and the different barriers that we run into.
Understanding and she's very transparent.
I think if she needs something to be done, she's very open about it.

Visibility in the classroom

But there can be a lack of involvement in support just because of how
much other duties that she has.
And this has just been exacerbated by staff leaving and her having to take
on more duties this year.

Table 4.5
Invariant Constituents of Special Education Teacher’s Perception of Job Satisfaction –
Participant 3
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Rewarded by student
growth
Fulfillment of student
potential
Teachers’ physical
safety matters

And our children aren't very safe. They aren't.
And sometimes it really does feel unsafe.
And sometimes it feels like there's no good solution to the problem.
Specifically, this year, we've had a lot of kids who are really, really
dysregulated their entire times here.
And people are getting... Adults and kids are getting physically hurt and it
doesn't feel good.
The safety is always a difficult line. Because I think that my group and my
team do a really good job at keeping our world safe. As safe as it can be
But we also don't have the support from the counselors like we need.
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Theme

Invariant Constituents

Comparative Wages

I would like to get paid more always.
Because really from the moment children get here to the moment kids leave,
we are on our feet moving, running, shaking. And it is a really hard job.

Resources to meet the
diverse needs of the
students

So, it's always a weird balance to find what is going to work as far as
curriculum when you're given a new group of kids. So, it's a matter of
finding and differentiating what is quote unquote expected.
And then what is actually going to be a reality for my group this year
specifically.

Not enough hours in the
day

There’re not enough adults
And so, the quote, unquote planning time, I am often spending with my
group of kids just so that they are, A safe, and B where they're supposed to
be.
Like I said, I have a great group of adults with me this year, but even with
the great group of adults, we are often not able to do the quote unquote selfcare that makes sense in any career.
Like going to the bathroom, taking on lunch, going on a break or doing any
prep.

Doing more with less

Everybody's very short staffed.
So, my responsibilities are not just my own responsibilities.
They’re responsibilities of adults that aren't in existence in our world kind of
thing.
So that definitely adds a layer of stress that hasn't always been there. But
that makes my job responsibilities a lot more.

Relevance and access to
the curriculum

We don't have a lot of curriculum.
The only access to the curriculum and programs is the New York States like
Engage NY and the Common Core modules and things like that.
And then it feels like, okay, now I have to go online and find something that
will work.
So, that's always a difficulty.
Because the range of need within my 8:1:1 classroom is huge.
They are in the process of buying a program that hopefully will be able to
range from pre-kindergarten to... we serve kids up to 21 here.
So, we need that wide range.
But sometimes it does feel like, what are we supposed to do now if we
can't...
We've gone through the curriculum that we do have; we've gone through the
tools that we can have access to.

Relevant and timely
professional
development

So, I think that's a challenge and also... just like I said, everything that I've
done, a lot... 90% of what I've done has been something that I felt would
make me do better in my position.
So, I have done it.
So, I think nothing or not enough is offered in house to make it so that
people are trauma informed.
We're working with a very vulnerable population. And sometimes it doesn't
feel like we have the greatest understanding of what that means to be a child
with an emotional disturbance and or trauma and or both.
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Theme

Invariant Constituents

Power of the classroom
community

I think within our programs, there's a supportive feeling.
Within our classroom team, myself and the three other paras,
I trust them completely. And I feel comfortable leaving.
I also think that the adults that I work closely with.
The two paraprofessionals who are in my room, they make it so that... I
couldn't do my job without them
When you have an adult in your room who is not performing the job
descriptions appropriately and or doing things that are questionable to begin
with, it does make it really challenging because... and it makes it
unenjoyable.
Think when we're not a community because there are different programs
within our building, a lot of the time people don't understand what's
happening when you see a kid running down the hallway, being completely
unsafe.
They don't know the kind of kid that we're servicing.
We don't understand each other enough.

The value of being
appreciated

There are days that I feel like we're not recognized.
But then there are days where even just like on a Friday, they'll come around
and be like, Have a nice weekend.
Just simple acts of kindness, to me make a difference.
I think that the more people say thank you to us and that we appreciate us
and what you do is hard work, is always helpful.
I think that it could be done more. But when it is done, it is appreciated. It
could be done more, definitely

Trusted as a professional

And I think that the more supports and the more times we get what we are
asking for, if it's reasonable, does empower us to be better in the classroom.

Characteristics and
actions of principal
support

So, I believe that she gets it and understands where we're going and what
we're doing and what's happening throughout our day.
But I think that the way that our current administrator speaks to us is
usually with some respect.

Visibility in the
classroom

Sometimes I think that she's got 15 classrooms that she's responsible for, and
sometimes she's not available. Sometimes that's really infuriating, but she's
also doing the job of somebody else too.
I think that can be seen as a big challenge.
I think that our current administration is willing to have a conversation if I
have a question about something that I didn't either appreciate or like.
I think she's willing to have a conversation, which in the past, it was my
way or the highway.
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Table 4.6
Invariant Constituents of Special Education Teacher’s Perception of Job Satisfaction –
Participant 4
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Rewarded by student
growth

I like emotional disabilities because I think you can really see growth
because I think they're very misunderstood in public schools.
So, I really like this population because they grow.
We really love their child and we are trying to help the best that we can.

Fulfillment of student
potential

We just see them being able to be accepted.
We teach them coping strategies where if you're in a public school with
25 kids in a classroom and a social worker that pops in once a week,
there's such a lack of teaching of social skills.

Teachers’ physical safety
matters

I 100% feel physically safe.
We are all therapeutic crisis intervention trained and we take courses.
I have a full-time social worker that is always available.
So, I feel very safe

Comparative wages

And as far as myself too, if I look at somebody else that's spending 23
years, in their job, they're making at least 10, $11,000 more.
I feel that we can't keep our lesson plans from year to year.
Every year, we have to go out there and find new and improved things.
Number one, because we repeat kids because we have the same grade
levels and number two, because we changed last year, I taught seventh
and eighth grade this year. I'm teaching kindergarten in first grade.
I believe that BOCES is not competitive pay at all.
We have to be doctors, because kids are not taking their meds.
So, we're watching a lot of things that kids should not have to go
through.
So, we're being not only caretakers. We are every day we are sewing
jackets if they have holes in them, we are even changing our kids.

Resources to meet the
diverse needs of the students

It definitely is not a positive thing because each kid is on their own
individual level and trying to meet them where they're at is very difficult.
It's providing the different instruction that the kids need.
With the older elementary kids, we could group them. I used to group
them, but I got five-year-old’s right now who all need one to one
attention.
So that's really difficult.
And then you do have the occasional misplaced child that just, needs
behavioral supports, but academically they don't fit in. So that's really
difficult.

Not enough hours in the day

I think that plan time should also be based on grade level because you
have the older kids that are able to be independent and they have study
halls.
My kids are very high needs.
So that's supposed to be my plan time. It doesn't happen.

72

Theme

Invariant Constituents

Doing more with less

I do wish we had more help in the classroom, but if there's nobody out
there, there's nobody out there.

Relevance and access to the
curriculum

My BOCES in particular provides us whatever curriculum we need.
In June, when I put in my purchase order, I put it in for seventh and
eighth grade materials.
I started off in September. I wish I could have worked the summer
getting things ready for this age group.
But we were told, I was told the end of August, we have to open a new
class and we need you to open it for us.
I just think I could be more effective. and I think I could feel a little bit
more prepared if I was able to have more consistency, like a general ed,
regular ed teacher who does

Relevant and timely
professional development

We are provided a lot of opportunities to take part in mental health,
professional development

Power of the classroom
community

I've worked with phenomenal team of people that I couldn't do this
without them.
I know that the growth they're making is because of this whole team. So,
it makes me just happy to be part of this team.
I definitely need the team and the support I have is incredible.
My team is great. We're successful because of a team. Not just because
of me.

The value of being
appreciated

I get put in a lot of difficult classrooms and she just says, I've seen your
structure, she has me mentor.
She's definitely complimenting us.

Trusted as a professional

They try to be as loosely structured and entrust us in our own classroom
as much as they can.
It makes me know that she sees me respects my opinion.
I really think giving us more of a voice and giving our administration
more of a voice to say, we can't program for this child, not looking at it
as we're going to program for everyone, because we don't want to say no
because we're a business.

Characteristics and actions
of principal support

She listens to us.
She took me at my words

Visibility in the classroom

And I think we have a problem at the higher upper ends of, I don't think
that they quite know what we go through and what goes on and they're
not in the thick of things.
If your higher ups like superintendents don't understand what you are
going through, they force your administration to accept everybody.
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Table 4.7
Invariant Constituents of Special Education Teacher’s Perception of Job Satisfaction –
Participant 5
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Rewarded by student growth

We have a lot of fun in our classroom and it's very satisfying to see
the progress that they're making, you know what I mean?
I had students that were not even reading at the beginning of the year
and all of a sudden they're reading.
It's really just that satisfaction of seeing the students make progress
that keeps me here.
I can see the progress in my students, and I know, okay, well, now I'm
doing a good job.

Fulfillment of student potential

It's for the students, honestly, it's for the students.

Physical safety of the teachers’
matters

I feel physically safe right now. But there have been times in the past
where I had a student that this was not the right program for them.
I have gotten hurt by a student before. There was a point in the past
where I was like, I really don't feel safe with this student, you know
what I mean?

Comparative wages

I feel like we need more for what we deal with, you know what I
mean? Not only are we ... essentially, we're like behavior specialists
at BOCES and we're teachers.

Resources to meet the diverse
needs of the students

Obviously it's a lot of time management because I am teaching
second, third and fourth grader graders. And they're all on such
different levels.
It’s a lot of differentiating of the curriculum, which can be very time
consuming because you have to go out and look for all of these
different resources to kind of scaffold or meet them where they are
and challenge them a little bit at the same time. So that can be very
time consuming

Not enough hours in the day

It's a lot of time management and there's not enough hours in the day
to get all of it done. There are some days, a lot of days when it's like,
okay, well I didn't get this done today. So now I have to add it to my
workload tomorrow.
Yeah. I do have a planning prep time for 45 minutes when the
students are in special.
But because I am working with the population that does have
emotional disabilities, at times, there are times when I have to
completely halt my prep time to assist with a student having a
behavior because sometimes, they just want their teacher to be there
to help them deescalate and to feel better.
There are a lot of days when I don't have prep time because I'm
helping a student handle their behaviors

Doing more with less

We have behavior specialists. And the nature of like staffing and
everything, there are a lot of times when they're like, we're not
available.
It’s like, okay, well, now I'm handling this child that's screaming and
running around the classroom with other students there as well.
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Then there were also times before that where I didn't even have an
assistant.
I was teaching in-person students and remote all on my own.
It was very difficult.
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Relevance and access to the
curriculum

But BOCES is pretty good with like, if I want a resource, I'll just
reach out to administration and just say, Hey, I really think this will
work for the student. And they're pretty good with getting those
resources.

Relevant and timely
professional development

I would definitely like to see more focus on academics and how to
differentiate it, especially for a group of second, third, fourth graders
with a range of abilities from pre-school all the way to fourth grade,
which is pretty typical

Power of the classroom
community

We all work together very well. We all have our own part in things,
and we work really well together.
There's definitely like a solidifying aspect to all of us, you know
what I mean?
There's not one person that doesn't work really hard in our classroom.
We all put that effort and we're all in it for the kids.
Honestly, I think that it's the staff here and it's just, we all just try to
work together to come to a culminating goal for our students to be
successful because we all want the students to be successful.
Honestly, it feels pretty split up. It feels pretty split up. It's me and
another teacher.
There needs to be more of like an overall school wide something to
keep us all connected in some way.

The value of being appreciated

I feel like we're not, to be honest. I feel like we're not. And I feel like
there's ... I don't think we're ever recognized for our work. And I think
that's a big issue as well.
Definitely think it wouldn't hurt if they did something. Like if it was a
weekly, I don't know, something. Or even monthly to kind of
recognize teachers.

Trusted as a professional

And they're pretty good with getting those resources for us because I
feel like they do support teachers here and they ... Obviously, I'm with
the students seven hours a day and I would know what works best for
them, you know what I mean?

Characteristics and actions of
principal support

I definitely feel like there could be more support and more kind of,
not just the teachers pushing for the support, but just more of like an
offering of support, you know what I mean?
I feel like administration could reach out first instead of us having to
be like, I really need this support, you know what I mean?
I like the administration at BOCES here.
Obviously if they're not busy, they're very quick to come and help
and offer support, help us brainstorm ideas of how to deal with a
student.
They're very easy to talk to as well.
For the most part, they're pretty fast acting with the consequences and
things like that

Visibility in the classroom

It definitely helps when administration gets involved.
Sometimes you just need administration to help with the student.
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Table 4.8
Invariant Constituents of Special Education Teacher’s Perception of Job Satisfaction –
Participant 6
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Rewarded by student
growth

I love the kids and things like that. And it's great when they get
something.
You know you've been working on a skill, and they get it. Of course,
there's that.

Fulfillment of student
potential

Of course, the most positive thing is just working with the students
themselves. That's the best part of the position, is just working with the
students themselves.

Physical safety of the
teachers matters

I do not have any concerns physically about... Again, I work with
kindergarten a third grade, so I don't have a lot of those sorts of things.
And again, my staff does a nice job of making sure that de-escalating
students and things like that. So, I have no worries about that either.
That’s another key support when students are struggling, that we not only
have our classroom staff with the assistants and the behavior specialist,
but we also have a social worker that's available to help with any of those
times when kids might need some additional support.

Comparative Wages

Of course, everybody always thinks they should be paid more, but I do
feel that we are comparable within the area in the region.

Resources to meet the
diverse needs of the
students

So, there's a lot of trying to differentiate and meet everybody's needs in
one classroom as opposed to if you're in Gen Ed and you have a secondgrade class, not that everybody's right on second grade, but we're
primarily fairly close to that.
Whereas we, in our program, we have a big swing in ability levels and
skills

Not enough hours in the day

And I have to stay late because I don't have enough planning time during
the day to be able to get those things done

Doing more with less

N/A

Relevance and access to the
curriculum

Honestly, we don't have a lot of curriculum, here.
I do have to spend a lot of time looking for appropriate material and then
put on top of that, I don't have just a grade.
It's primarily mostly curriculum and that's getting better and it's hard to
find something that meets all of those needs, but I think that would be
one of... And that is time consuming as far as having to find all of that.

Relevant and timely
professional development

I think we could stand to do more true mental health type of professional
development.
I think we need to do a little bit better job when new people come into
the program with providing.
Sometimes I feel like it's an afterthought and I think that's something that
people should be provided as soon as they start the position.
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Theme

Invariant Constituents

Power of the classroom
community

So, we're a program within a program within the building. I personally
feel like very supported and that if there are issues that I am listened to
and that things are dealt with as they need to be.
Everybody works together, people team together, nobody is siding one
way or the other.
We work together as a team, and everybody supports kids in the same
way so that thing's... Everybody is consistent and within the same
structures.

The value of being
appreciated

We get just verbal recognition from when things have been done.
We’ve done some of that individual, I've received cards or letters or
notes in appreciation of certain things. Even just a text sometimes.

Trusted as a professional

Feel like very supported and that if there are issues that I am listened to.

Characteristics and actions
of principal support

She's very open as far as if you have any concerns or anything she's
available.
I do feel she's available.
She always makes time for any concerns that you have, if you're having.

Visibility in the classroom

Well, she's in another building. So, I guess being here more, not that we
need her necessarily more, but I just think with this type of program with
students being so unpredictable and things like that, I think this program
needs a person full time.
She jumps in and helps in the classroom when she's in our building

Table 4.9
Invariant Constituents of Special Education Teacher’s Perception of Job Satisfaction –
Participant 7
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Rewarded by student growth

You teach them as much as you can to be successful in all aspects, whether it's
with other students, academically.
Even though it's a difficult population, it's a very rewarding population

Fulfillment of student potential

Just those changes alone make you appreciate what you do and brings you back
every day.
I just fell in love with the students.

Physical safety of the teachers
matters

Our students are very physically aggressive.
There are times where I've been headbutted. We are only given specific
strategies to use, which sometimes can help and sometimes don't.
Well, when a student is at such heightened behaviors, what are we supposed to
do?
And we don't have an area to put them. We try, but it can be difficult.
That is something that I think many of us here struggle with is safety because
there's times where kids, you don't know what they're going to be bringing in or
doing.

Comparative wages

Salary wise, I think I am a big advocate on always being able to better our
education and stuff like that.
I get paid very well for what I do and how many years I've been here.
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But I wish that we could have a little bit more when it comes to receiving
compensation when we take graduate classes or those things. So, or like credit
hours, the pay should be a little bit different.
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Resources to meet the diverse
needs of the students

That can be pretty tricky because even though we're teaching or I'm teaching
those grades, my students are not at that level.
What I do is try to teach them at their grade level. And so therefore we do centerbased learning.
It can be a little bit much because not only are you looking at teaching them at
the grade level that they're supposed to be at, but then, and getting all those
materials ready and making sure that my staff is well prepared to do those
activities with them, being able to then later on, get them at their level and build
them up if that makes sense.
It is a lot of work .

Not enough hours in the day

We really aren't really given much plan time, but luckily we have a phenomenal
principal in our program that tries to add different things for our students to do, to
give us that time.

Doing more with less

There are days where we're down staff, and they'll come assist us.
Or if they're down staff, we go and assist them.
We try not to overstep other people, but whenever we see something we're
always there to help.
We always try to assist each other when we're down staff or things are
happening.

Relevance and access to the
curriculum

For curriculum, we are in the process of figuring out new reading program, which
tends to be a little more difficult because curriculum at our school, we don't really
have much of it.
Even though we don't have a ton of curriculum here, they're willing to look at
what we do need and help support us in finding a research-based program that
will be sufficient for our students and engage them and build those skills,
Curriculum is something that we really need, especially since we do deal with
behaviors daily.
If we had more curriculum, more things to pull from, we would be able to satisfy
all the learners' needs along with keeping them engaged. Once you have an
engaged child, you will have less behaviors or the amount of those, and it is true.

Relevant and timely
professional development

All the trainings that we have been given have been very important in how I have
become who I am.

Power of the classroom
community

This is probably one of the most supportive programs that I've ever probably
encountered.
The tight knit of our team.
I don't know if it's because of the issues we deal on a daily basis with behaviors
and all those things.
It just kind of brings us together.
Luckily I've had some really strong teams and even this year with having strong
teams, it helps keep the morale up. It helps when one's feeling down, we can
motivate to pull from there.
I do have a difficult staff member in my room that I've had to have many
conversations with.
That can cause some stress to have to constantly redirect those things.

The value of being appreciated

Recognition here has increased tremendously.
When we first were here, when I first started here, it was very much you did your
job and that was it.
You came, you did your job. Nobody really said great job or anything like that.
Or thank you for being here. It was just kind of expected.
As we've had some turnover in administration changes, we have been given lots
of extra thank you, if that makes sense.
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It’s definitely increased our or my work ethic, not that I didn't do them. What I'm
saying, my understanding is they do appreciate what I do.
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Trusted as a professional

So, something that we've been really pushing lately is getting a more interactive
reading system because that's what is the most important for our students.
They're willing to look at what we do need and help support us in finding a
research-based program that will be sufficient for our students and engage them
and build those skills.

Characteristics and actions of
principal support

She'll come in; she'll do a lesson.
She does snack and story
She listens to us. She says, Hey, you know what, what do you guys need? And
then she takes that, and she just doesn't say, Oh, okay, that's what you need.
And then she tries to make it happen.
She's very supportive of us. She listens. She makes changes as it needs to be.

Visibility in the classroom

We're so lucky because our principal will jump in and assist.
Hey, you know what, I'm going to be the teacher today.
There's not many that would jump in and do that
But at the same time, we wish she was here more often.

Table 4.10
Invariant Constituents of Special Education Teacher’s Perception of Job Satisfaction –
Participant 8
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Rewarded by student growth

I enjoyed being able to celebrate the small stuff and seeing the growth in the
children.
And it's seeing the growth, and even if it's small, it's still growth and it's
really nice to see.

Fulfillment of student potential

I really truly enjoy this population. It's the little things

Physical safety of the teachers
matters

Physical safety, I feel like I'm supported when the kids have been aggressive
physically, but there are times that you are in a situation and don't feel safe.
So definitely there's a piece to it, but also, I think people really try hard to
make sure that people are safe, even though there are unsafe situations.

Comparative wages

So, salary, I think that special ed teachers should probably get paid more
than we do.
I make a decent salary, if that makes sense.
I think for the physical abuse that and mental abuse that the children
sometimes give us.

Resources to meet the diverse needs
of the students

There are times that I'm like, Oh, I wish I could have done that, or I should
have done this. But really, I don't find at this age, a lot of the curriculum
scaffolds anyway. So, they're learning it in fourth grade, but then they need
a little bit more in fifth grade and a little bit more in sixth grade.

Not enough hours in the day

You have multiple meetings, so you feel like you're being pulled in multiple
different directions.

Doing more with less

We have a lot of different meetings that we go to, so it's not just your IEP
meeting once a year. So sometimes it feels overwhelming, but also
important. So, it's that line of try to schedule or see if we can get them
scheduled so that it's not interfering with teaching. That doesn't always
happen.
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We've had a lot of staffing changes in my classroom, and I think that's hard
on the kids, and that's no fault of anybody. Obviously, I don't have reasons
because I'm not in charge.
But I think if you don't have a strong team that gets along, it definitely
makes it harder to do this work.
Theme

Invariant Constituents

Relevance and access to the
curriculum

We have common core modules that we have access to. I don't love them, so
I choose to find my own curriculum.

Relevant and timely professional
development

With staff shortages, I really try to not go to things during the day because
then it just puts more stress on the staff that we do have.
I find I don't typically go to staff development during the day, and unless it's
something that's really important.
I feel like the ones that we have had recently where we had choices, I think
it's been nice, and it's been relevant.

Power of the classroom community

I’ve had experiences where your team is breaking down and then it
definitely makes it harder to be your best if there's issues between the team.
And my team has changed a lot this year.
We’ve had a lot of staffing changes in my classroom, and I think that's hard
on the kids, and that's no fault of anybody.
I would say support from administration and from the classroom team. I
think that makes a huge difference. I think that's probably the biggest one, is
the support from above

The value of being appreciated

I appreciate when they genuinely want to praise you for something that
happened and not just say, Hey, that was a great job, because I'm telling you
it was a great job just because I'm telling everybody that.
You did a great job doing X, Y, and Z. It was really nice to see X, Y, and Z.
I think that's important for everybody to hear and also I think being as
transparent as possible.
I think it's really important to have as much information as we can have.

Trusted as a professional

I feel that I have some flexibility around what is being taught, as long as the
kids are getting the content that they need. I'm able to teach what I choose I
guess, as long as the standards are being hit.

Characteristics and actions of
principal support

I feel that I can go to my supervisor and have a very frank conversation with
them, saying basically like, Hey, this is what happened and what are we
going to do about it?
Or This is what's going on. Help me figure this out

Visibility in the classroom

So, it's really nice to have people that will show up when there's a crisis, but
also they're around when there's not crises.

Imaginative variation followed the phenomenological reduction step during data
analysis. During this stage, the researcher aimed to grasp the structural essence of the
experiences of the participants by examining the features of each experience and potential
relationships, by bringing the themes together to create possible meanings of their
experiences and generating structural descriptions through selecting meanings that best
represented their experience (Moustakas, 1994). The researcher then synthesized the
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meanings to form the underling textural meaning and essence of the participants’
experiences (Moustakas, 1994). Table 4.11 illustrates the 14 essences that were
developed from examining the features of each participant’s experience and the potential
relationship that ensued as well as examining the themes and meanings to best represent
the themes that integrated the two research questions posed in this study.

Table 4.11
Categories, Themes, and Essences
Categories

Themes

Essences

Subsistence

Resources to meet the diverse needs of the students
Not enough hours in the day
Relevance and access to curriculum
Relevant and timely professional development

Complexity
Increased demands
Expectations
Connected

Security

Teachers’ physical safety matters
Comparative wages
Doing more with less
Power of classroom community

Equipped
Comparison
Staff shortage
Relationships

Association

Characteristics and actions of principal support
Visibility in the classroom

Partnership
Unpredictability

Respect

The value of being appreciated
Trusted as a professional

Feel valued
Fundamental

SelfActualization

Fulfillment of student potential
Rewarded by student growth

Commitment
Purpose

Summary of Results
Qualitative research addresses the “what” that entails a conceptualization of the
phenomenon under investigation as a whole and its various parts (Wertz et al., 2011).
This methodology is appropriate when a problem or issue needs to be explored or a
complex detailed understanding of an issue is needed, and it is accomplished by speaking
directly with the participants (Creswell, 2013). Transcendental phenomenology allows
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the participants to tell their stories in their own words and not through an interpretation of
the researcher (Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004). This study utilized a transcendental
phenomenological approach as it sought to answer the two research questions.
Five categories and 14 themes emerged from the data gathered from eight semistructured interviews that utilized questions adapted from Fisher and Royster’s (2016)
visual representation of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of physiological needs as they relate
to the teaching profession to answer the two research questions that guided this
transcendental research study. Figure 1.3 displays Fisher and Royster’s (2016) visual
representation of teachers’ needs.
The first category of subsistence incorporated four themes: (a) resources to meet
the diverse needs of the students, (b) not enough hours in the day, (c) relevance and
access to the curriculum, and (d) relevant and timely professional development. The
second category of security incorporated three themes: (a) teachers’ physical safety
matters, (b), comparative wages, and (c) doing more with less. The third category of
association incorporated three themes: (a) power of the classroom community,
(b) characteristics and actions of principal support, and (c), visibility in the classrooms.
The fourth category of respect incorporated two themes: (a) the value of being
appreciated, and (b) being trusted as a professional. The fifth and final category, selfactualization, incorporated two themes: (a) fulfillment of student potential, and (b) being
rewarded by student growth. Essences also were identified that helped the researcher
grasp the structural nature of the experiences of the participants by examining the
features of each experience and the potential relationships by bringing the themes
together to create meanings of the participants’ experiences (Moustakas, 1994).
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Category 1: Subsistence
The first category, subsistence, emerged as the participants discussed how their
job satisfaction was influenced by their access to curriculum, professional development,
planning time, resources, and ability to get the job done. The four themes under this
category include (a) resources to meet the diverse needs of the students, (b) not enough
hours in the day (c) relevance and access to the curriculum, and (d) relevant and timely
professional development. Subsistence and the themes that emerged were consistent with
the review of the literature, which found that one factor relating to job satisfaction for
special education teachers was the work-related demands they reported and their capacity
to fulfill those demands. The work-related demands that were all found to lower special
education teachers’ job satisfaction included insufficient time during the day to meet all
of the required roles of a special education teacher; lack of instructional resources;
exposure to emotionally intense situations, where teachers felt inadequate to help students
overcome challenges; lack of explicit training; and not being able to meet the students
learning needs (Andrews & Brown, 2015; O’Brien et al., 2019; Stark & Koslouski,
2020).
Resources Needed to Meet the Diverse Needs of Students. Special education
teachers must manage several roles including case management, individualized
instruction, and teaching multiple grade levels. This can lead to high demands both
physically and mentally (Robinson et al., 2019). All the participants who were
interviewed in this study were teaching multiple grade levels within their classrooms, and
all reported the challenge of meeting the diverse academic needs of the students as well
as finding the resources to meet their student’s specific needs. The participants discussed
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both the time it took to differentiate the materials as well as the time it took to find the
appropriate resources to meet all levels of students’ skills in their classroom. The essence
of the participants’ experiences relating to resources was that they needed to meet the
diverse needs of their students, which focused on the complexity of adapting the
curriculum to meet those diverse needs.
The participants indicated difficulty in the grouping of students based on their
academic needs. These needs were based on a significant difference in the ability levels
of the students in the classroom. Participants 1, 4, and 8 all discussed the challenge of
grouping students based on their diverse academic needs:
Well, the multilevel grades . . . I had a sixth-grader who had about a 130 IQ and a
fourth-grader who had about a 60 IQ. So, there was no way to group; there was no
way to combine materials, so that was constantly challenging. So that was hard.
(Participant 1, p. 67)
Participant 4 also discussed concerns about the grouping of students:
It’s definitely not a positive thing because each kid is on their own individual
level and trying to meet them where they are at is difficult. With the older
elementary students, we could group them. I used to group them, but I have 5- and
6-year olds right now that all need one-on-one attention, so it is really difficult,
and you have the occasionally misplaced child that just needs behavioral supports,
but academically, they don’t fit in, so that’s really difficult. (Participant 4, p. 75)
Participant 7 also discussed concerns in the grouping of students:
That can be tricky because even though we’re teaching, or I am teaching, those
grade levels, my students are not at that level. What I do is try to teach them at
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their level and therefore we do center-based learning. It can be a little bit much
because you are not teaching them at their grade level they are supposed to be at.
(Participant 7, p. 83)
Concerns about not being able to meet all the needs of the students in their
classrooms were also highlighted in the interviews. Time management, as it related to the
time it takes to differentiate the material to meet the students’ needs, was voiced by one
of the participants. Differences in what curriculum was expected to be taught based on
the students’ actual grade level versus the students’ ability level was also mentioned.
Participant 2 addressed concerns about not meeting students’ needs:
I want to feel like I’m effective in meeting my kids’ different array of needs, their
social, emotional, and academic needs. I try to assess to see where they’re all at
and try to meet somewhere in the middle. But I would say I recognize almost
daily that there are some kids that I am not able to reach in the way I really need
or want to. (Participant 2, p. 69)
Participant 3 addressed not meeting the on-grade level curriculum expectations with, “So,
it’s a matter of finding and differentiating what is quote/unquote expected and then what
is actually going to be a reality for my group this year specifically” (Participant 3, p. 72).
Participant 5 discussed the time it took to differentiate curriculum to meet students’
needs:
Obviously, there is a lot of time management because I am teaching second-,
third-, and fourth-graders, and they’re all on such different levels. It’s a lot of
differentiating [with] the curriculum, which can be very time consuming because
you have to go out and look for all of these different resources to kind of scaffold

85

or meet them where they are and challenge them at the same time, so it can be
very time consuming. (Participant 5, p. 78)
Not Enough Hours in the Day. O’Brien et al. (2019) and Bettini et al. (2020)
noted that the work-related demands for special education teachers were less manageable
when they centered around the teachers’ paperwork and teachers not having adequate
class planning time during the school day. O’Brien et al. (2019) also found that special
education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities reported that they
were not able to meet all of their students’ learning needs in one lesson. Several of the
participants in this study commented on not having enough adequate planning time, or
planning time being lost, due to student behavioral issues— which caused lower levels of
job satisfaction. The essence of the participants’ experiences under the theme of not
having enough hours in the day related to the increased demands the teachers felt they
were under and not having adequate planning time to meet those demands.
Participant 1 and Participant 8 voiced concerns about the lack of time during the
day: “I feel like there’s so much to do, and there’s not a whole lot of time in the day, and
then you’re worrying about meetings every day” (Participant 1, p. 67). “You have
multiple meetings, so you feel that you’re being pulled in multiple different directions”
(Participant 8, p. 86).
Participants 2, 6, and 7 referenced inadequate planning time during the school
day. “There is very limited planning time” (Participant 2, p. 69). “I have to stay late
because I don’t have enough planning time during the day to be able to get those things
done” (Participant 6, p. 81). “We really aren’t given much planning time, but we have a
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phenomenal principal who tries to add different things for our students to do, to give us
that time” (Participant 7, p. 84).
Participants 3, 4, and 5 discussed concerns about losing their planning time as a
result of the students’ high level of behavioral needs. “And so, the quote/unquote
planning time I am often spending with my group of kids just so they are ‘A’ safe and ‘B’
where they are supposed to be” (Participant 3, p. 72). “My kids are very high needs. So,
that’s supposed to be my plan time. It doesn’t happen” (Participant 4, p. 76).
I do have planning prep time for 45 minutes when the students are at specials, but
because I am working with the population that does have emotional disabilities, at
times, there are times when I have to completely halt my prep time to assist with a
student having a behavior, because sometimes they just want their teacher to be
there to help them de-escalate and to feel better. (Participant 5, p. 78)
Relevance and Access to the Curriculum. Curriculum concerns relating to not
having access to curriculum or not having access to the relevant curriculum for their
student population were addressed by the special education teachers who participated in
this study. Two participants identified, specifically, the need for a reading program that
met the needs of their students. Lack of instructional resources was one area that was
found to lower special education teachers’ job satisfaction (Andrews & Brown, 2015;
O’Brien et al., 2019; Stark & Koslouski, 2020). The essence of the participants’
experiences under the theme relevance and access to the curriculum related to the
expectations of the curriculum and NYS Common Core Standards and being able to meet
those expectations.
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Participants 1, 3, 6, and 7 all identified a lack of curriculum as a stressor in their
job. “I want to say the lack of curriculum is the biggest, like a defined reading program.
So, it’s kind of like we have a whole kind of mishmash” (Participant 1, p. 68). “We don’t
have access to a lot of curriculums” (Participant 3, p. 73). “Honestly, we don’t have a lot
of curricula here. I do have to spend a lot of time looking for appropriate materials and,
then, put on top of that I don’t have just one grade level” (Participant 6, p. 81). “For
curriculum, we are in the process of finding a new reading program, which tends to be a
little more difficult because curriculum at our school, we don’t really have much of”
(Participant 7, p. 84).
Participants 2, 3, and 8 spoke directly about the relevance of the curriculum to
which they had access. Participant 8 stated, “We have common core modules that we
have access to. I don’t love them, so I choose to find my own curriculum” (Participant 8,
p. 86). Participant 2 discussed the relevance of and her difficulty accessing the
curriculum:
I would have more confidence as a teacher in what I’m delivering, and that
can be hard. I feel like I am sometimes delivering things that are not
appropriate for them. I think it is difficult to access material. I know we have
a curriculum closet, but it is basic curriculum. It’s where you would find the
next-generation website, just in a big binder. It can oftentimes be
overwhelming when you go into the curriculum closet that’s just stacked with
a bunch of binders, and you have to figure out what to grab where, and, once
again, I don’t feel that the next-generation standards are appropriate for kids
in many ways. So, I do struggle with the lack of access to materials and
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curriculum that are appropriate for our children and also for collaboration .
(Participant 2, p. 70)
Participant 3 also referenced access to relevant curriculum:
The only access to the curriculum programs is Engage New York and the
Common Core modules. And then it feels like, “okay, now I have to go online
to find something that will work.” So, that’s always a difficulty, because the
range of need within my 8:1:1 classroom is huge. Sometimes it does feel like,
“what are we supposed to do now if we’ve gone through curriculum we do
have?” We have gone through the tools that we have access to. (Participant 3,
p. 73)
Relevant and Timely Professional Development. Lack of meaningful
professional development was cited in several studies as a variable that correlated with
special education teachers’ job satisfaction (Hester et al., 2020; Robinson et al., 2019;
Stark & Koslouski, 2021). Six of the participants identified ways that their professional
development could be improved upon—either with specific offerings, relevance in the
offerings, or timeliness in the training. Participants 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, and 8 referenced ways
professional development could be improved. The essence of the participants’
experiences under the theme of relevant and timely professional development was if the
professional development offered was connected to their needs. Participate 1 described
her dissatisfaction with the professional development she had received due to the
repetitive nature of it:
If I had to grade the professional development, it’s probably a D or an F. A lot of
time, we’re redoing the same thing over and over. That’s probably the biggest
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dissatisfaction. I’d rather be in the classroom than doing the conferences.
(Participant 1, p. 68)
Participant 2 described limited professional development and her experience as a
beginning teacher:
There’s been limited professional development, and I think in part it’s due to
COVID, which kind of limited our resources and time to engage in
professional development, which has definitely been a disadvantage. I feel
like, for me as a beginning teacher, I am very eager to learn and to grow and
develop my pedagogy, so that’s been difficult. I guess including more
professional development about what it is to work with kids in this population
and what the best practices for that are. Because I feel like, even for myself, I
have had to discover and learn about the best practices myself. (Participant 2,
p. 70)
Participant 3 identified the need for more in-house training and training concerning
trauma:
I think that is a challenge. Ninety percent of what I have done has been
something I felt would make me do better in my position, so I have done it. I
think nothing or not enough is offered in-house to make it so people are
trauma-informed. We’re working with a very vulnerable population and
sometimes it doesn’t feel like we have the greatest understanding of what that
means to be a child with an emotional disturbance and or trauma or both.
(Participant, 3, p. 73)
Participant 5 indicated a need for more professional development relating to academics.
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I would definitely like to see more of a focus on academics and how to
differentiate it, especially for a group of second, third, and fourth graders with
a range of abilities from pre-school all the way to fourth grade. (Participant 5,
p. 73)
Participant 6 identified the need for more timely professional development
concerning mental health:
I think we could stand to do more true mental health types of professional
development. I think we need to do a better job when new people come to the
program. Sometimes I think it’s an afterthought, and I think that’s something
people should be given as soon as they start the position. (Participant 6, p. 81)
Participant 8 referenced the difficulty in attending professional development
during the day due to staff shortages and the importance of choice in professional
development:
With staff shortages, I try and not go during the day because it puts more
stress on the staff that we don’t have. I feel like the ones that we have had
recently, where we have had more choices, I think it has been nice, and it’s
been relevant. (Participant 8, p. 87)
Category 2: Safety
Fisher and Royster (2019), in their visual representation of Maslow’s (1943)
hierarchy of physiological needs, as they related it to the teaching profession, referred to
the category of safety as: comfort, privacy, cleanliness, order, and feeling of safety. The
second category that emerged from the teachers’ interviews was the concept of teacher
safety both physically and economically. Three themes under teacher safety discovered
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were: (a) teachers’ physical safety matters, (b) comparative wages, and (c) doing more
with less.
Teachers’ Physical Safety Matters. Exposure to emotionally intense situations
and working conditions that did not support the complex behavioral needs of students
were the reasons special education teachers indicated as causing increased levels of
burnout and decreased levels of job satisfaction (Andrews & Brown, 2015; O’Brien et al.,
2017, 2019 Stark & Koslouski, 2020). Six of the teachers reported that they or their staff
members have felt unsafe currently or in the past. With the three teachers who reported
feeling safe on the job, all referenced their feelings of having support staff, behavioral
specialists, or social workers who could support the students when physically acting out
behaviors occurred. The essence of the participants’ experiences of job satisfaction
concerning their physical safety uncovered whether they personally felt equipped, or if
their program was equipped, to support the level of student behavior in their classrooms.
Participants 1 and 2 expressed concerns about other colleagues getting hurt while at
work:
They just felt like they shouldn’t come to work to get hurt. It’s class to class ;
I have felt like there have been dangerous kids in the classroom and
sometimes the administration doesn’t hear that. We are taking a lot of kids
that BOCES is not equipped to handle. (Participant 1, p. 67)
Working with this population, you have to assume and accept an
element of risk with your physical safety because children with trauma are
dysregulated and they sometimes can be physical. There is an increased level
of anxiety and stress in the building because they don’t feel safe, and I think
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that is very real. I have a lot of support staff to help me with those behaviors.
It is typically not directed at me, but I definitely see the effect and the result
on my staff members. (Participant 2, p. 69)
Several participants spoke directly about their own physical safety while on the
job: “I feel like I am supported when kids are aggressive physically, but there are times
that you are in a situation that you don’t feel safe” (Participant 8, p. 86). Likewise,
Participant 3 reflected on her physical safety:
Our children aren’t very safe. They aren’t, and sometimes it really does feel
unsafe. Sometimes it feels that there’s really no good solution to the problem.
Specifically, this year we’ve had a lot of kids who are really, really
dysregulated their entire time here, and people are getting hurt. Adults and
kids are getting physically hurt, and it doesn’t feel good. Safety is always a
difficult line because I think my group and my team do a really good job at
keeping our world safe, as safe as it can be, but we don’t always have the
support of the counselors like we need. (Participant 3, p. 72)
Participant 7 reflected on her own physical safety and the difficulty when the strategies
they are given do not work:
Our students are very physically aggressive. There are times when I have
been headbutted. We are only given specific strategies to use, which
sometimes can help and sometimes don’t. When a student is at a heightened
behavior, what are we supposed to do? We don’t have an area to put them in.
We try but it can be difficult. That is something I think we struggle with is
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safety because sometime there’s times where kids, you don’t know what they
are bringing in or doing. (Participant 7, p. 83)
Participant 6 discussed feeling physically safe based on the support they received from
their staff:
My staff does a nice job of de-escalating students and things like that. So, I
have no worries about that either. That’s another key support when students
are struggling, that we not only have our classroom staff with the assistants
and behavioral specialist, but we also have a social worker that’s available to
help with any of those times where kids may need additional support.
(Participant 6, p. 81)
Comparative Wages. The second theme revealed by the analysis of the data
under the category of safety was comparative wages. The essence of the participants’
experiences under the theme of comparative wages related to the comparison of their
compensation to other professions and other teaching positions. The participants reflected
on how they felt they were compensated for their work both in comparison to other
professions and other teachers in surrounding districts. Reference was made to the
workload for special education teachers compared to other educational positions. “I
would like to get paid more always, because, really, from the moment we get here to the
moment they leave, we are on our feet moving and shaking. It is a really hard job”
(Participant 3, p. 72). Participant 5 also highlighted the need to get paid more based on
the workload, “I feel like we need more for what we deal with. Not only are we
behavioral specialists at BOCES, we’re [also] teachers” (p. 78). Participant 4 highlighted
not being paid fairly in comparison to other positions based on her years of experience:
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If I look at somebody else that’s spending 23 years in their job, they would be
they are making at least $10,000 to $11,000 more. I feel like we can’t keep
our lesson plans from year to year. I believe BOCES is not competitive in pay
at all. (Participant 4, p. 75)
Doing More With Less. The final theme under the category of safety was doing
more with less. The essence of the participants’ experiences under the theme of doing
more with less related to the impact on staff shortages. Staff shortage and inability to fill
positions were a common thread among most of the participants and an area that caused
stress and lower levels of job satisfaction and concern about building safety. This lack of
staffing required teachers to lose their planning time and their professional development
opportunities and fill additional roles. Participant 1 highlighted the difficulty in filling
positions. “It’s hard to get employees. We can’t get subs. We have positions we can’t hire
for” (pp. 67–68). The lack of being able to follow through on initiatives because of
staffing was discussed by Participant 2. “I think the struggle with any of these initiatives
that we have is being able to follow through because of a lack of staffing” (p. 70).
Participant 3 described the added job responsibilities brought on by staff shortage:
Everybody is very short-staffed. My responsibilities are not just my own
responsibilities. They are responsibilities of adults that aren’t in existence in
my world. That definitely adds a layer of stress that hasn’t always been there.
That makes my job responsibilities a lot more. (Participant 3, pp. 72–73).
The difficulty with staff shortages when dealing with students exhibiting behavioral
challenges was revealed by Participant 5:

95

We have behavioral specialists, and [with] the nature of the staffing and
everything, there are a lot of times when they’re not available, and now I am
handling this child that is screaming and running around with other students
as well. There were also times, before, when I didn’t even have a teaching
assistant. (Participant 5, p. 79)
Category 3: Association
The third category that emerged from the data was association and it included
three themes: (a) power of the classroom community, (b) characteristics and actions of
principal support, and (c) visibility in the classrooms. A positive relationship can exist
between job satisfaction and special education teachers’ intent to stay in the field with
increased support from their colleagues (Bettini et al., 2018; Conley & You, 2017).
Social context can influence a teacher’s job satisfaction and one area of social context is
collegial and paraprofessional support (Bettini et al, 2018). The participants described
their feelings of being part of a classroom team, the ways in which their principal
provided support and enhanced their feelings of belonging and community, and the
visibility of their principal in their classrooms.
Power of the Classroom Community. Several studies have suggested that
collegial support may be an essential component of teachers’ perceptions of their ability
to support students’ learning (Billingsley et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2013; O’Brien et al.,
2019). Support from school personnel is also one factor that had positively influenced the
special education teachers’ stress and burnout levels (Park & Shin 2020). The essence of
the participants’ experiences related to the theme of power of the classroom communities
that focused on the importance of relationships. All the participants detailed the
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importance of the support they received from the classroom team. A few participants
indicated difficulty with consistency within the staffing in their classrooms and two
participants indicated difficulty connected to other programs within the larger school.
Participant 1 shared her concerns about classroom teams not staying consistent. “There is
a lot of turnover. I have gone through a lot of social workers in the last couple of years.
We are a fairly close team, but it doesn’t always stay consistent from year to year”
(p. 68). Participant 8 also shared her difficulty with her classroom team not staying
consistent. “My team has changed a lot this year. We’ve had a lot of staffing changes in
my classroom, and I think that is hard on the kids” (p. 87).
Participant 2 discussed the power of her classroom team, but also detailed the
difficulty she had with collaborating with other teachers within the program:
[It’s] hard to connect with other staff members, especially how they are
delivering the content, different methods, and the way they are differentiating
their lessons. In my time, I don’t know if I have honestly had conversations
around that with my colleagues. I think I am extremely lucky I have a pretty
stellar crew that has been at BOCES for a long time. I really like being able to
have this classroom unit and being able to collaborate and learn with them .
(Participant 2, p. 70)
Participants 3 and 5 discussed the importance of their classroom teams but also discussed
the difficulty of collaborating with other programs within the building:
I think within our programs there is a supportive feeling. Within my
classroom team, there is myself and my three paraprofessionals. I trust them
completely. I couldn’t do my job without them. I think we are not a
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community because there are different programs within our building. A lot of
the time, people don’t understand what’s happening when you see a kid
running down the hallway, being completely unsafe. They don’t know what
kind of kid we are servicing. We don’t understand each other enough.
(Participant 3, pp. 73–74)
We all work together very well. We all have our own parts in things
and we work very well together. There’s definitely the solidifying aspect to
all of us. There’s not one person who doesn’t work really hard in our
classroom. We all put that effort into it for the kids. It feels pretty split up. It
is just me and one other teacher. There needs to be more like an overall
school-wide something to keep us all connected. (Participant 5, p. 79)
Participant 7 underscored the value of their classroom team:
This is probably one of the most supportive programs that I have ever probably
encountered. The tight-knit of our team. I don’t know if it’s because of the issues
we deal with on a daily basis with the behaviors and all those things. It just kind
of brings us all together. Luckily, I have had some really strong teams; it helps
keep the morale up. It helps when one’s feeling down; we can just motivate to
pull from there. (Participant 7, p. 84)
Characteristics and Actions of Principal Support. Several studies have found
that administrators impact special education teachers’ job satisfaction and intent to stay in
the field (Cancio et al, 2018; Conley & You, 2017; Park & Shin, 2020). Specific factors
of administrative support, such as guidance and feedback, opportunities for growth,
appreciation, trust, and a clear vision, were related to job satisfaction and attrition for
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special education teachers (Bettini et al., 2018; Conley & You, 2017). The participants
identified characteristics and actions of principal support that increased and decreased
their job satisfaction. The essence of the participants’ experiences under the theme
characteristics and actions of principal support related to the partnership they felt with
their principal.
Specific characteristics and actions that the teachers indicated improved their job
satisfaction were understanding the population of students in the program, being
dedicated to supporting each of the classrooms, being transparent, having an ability to
listen, being easy to talk to, making time to listen to concerns, being supportive, making
changes when they are needed, and helping solve problems that come up. Participants 1,
2, and 3 identified their principals as displaying the characteristic of understanding the
population of students they work with and what they can handle. “The administrator that
I have now understands the population that we’re working with and understands what we
can and can’t deal with in the classroom” (Participant 1, p. 68). “I think it helps
significantly that she understands the population of students that we’re working with and
the different barriers that we run into (Participant 2, p. 71). “I believe she gets it and
understands where we are going and what we’re doing and what’s happening throughout
our day” (Participant 3, p. 74). Participant 6 highlighted the characteristics of her
principal as being open, fair, and available. “She’s very open and fair and if you have any
concerns or anything, she is available (Participant 6, p. 82). Participant 7 discussed her
principal asking what is needed, being supportive, listening, and making changes as
needed:
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She’ll come in; she’ll do a lesson, she does snack and a story. She asks what
you need and then she tries to make it happen. She is very supportive of us.
She listens and makes changes as it needs to be. (Participant 7, p. 85)
Participant 5 identified areas of principal support that could be improved upon:
I definitely feel like there could be more support and not just because the
teachers are pushing for the support, but more like offering support. I feel like
administration could reach out first instead of us having to be, like, |”I really
need this support.|” (Participant 5, p. 75)
Visibility in the Classrooms. The final theme under the category of association
was visibility in the classroom. The essence of the participants’ experiences under this
theme was the unpredictability as to when their principal would be available to be in their
classrooms and building for support. The participants identified the support they received
from the principal within their classroom. Several of the participants also discussed the
multiple roles their principal played and how that impeded their principal from being in
their classrooms on a more regular basis. Participants 7 and 8 spoke about how helpful it
was to have their principal available and visible in the programs and in their classrooms.
“We are lucky because we have a principal that will jump in and assist. ‘Hey, you know
what? I am going to be the teacher today.’ There’s not many that would jump in and do
that” (Participant 7, p. 85). |”It’s really nice to have people who will show up when there
is a crisis, but they are also around when there’s not” (Participant 8, p. 87).
Participants 1, 2, 3, and 6 referenced not seeing their principal as often as they
would like or not knowing when they were available due to multiple classrooms or sites
that they were supervising. “I feel like sometimes I wouldn’t even know if they’re here,
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and some people may not like that, they might not even know if the administrator is here
for the day or not because you don’t see them” (Participant 1, p. 68). “There can be a lack
of involvement in support just because of how many other duties she has, and this has
just been exacerbated by staff leaving and her having to take on more duties this year”
(Participant 2, p. 71). “I think she has 15 classrooms that she is responsible for, and
sometimes she is not available, and sometimes that really is infuriating, but she is also
doing the job of someone else, too” (Participant 3, p. 74).
She is in another building. I just think with this type of program with students
being so unpredictable, I think this program needs a person full time. She
jumps in and helps in the classroom when she’s in our building. (Participant
6, p. 82)
Category 4: Respect
The fourth category revealed from the data analysis was respect. Respect is the
fourth stage in Fisher and Royster’s (2016) visual representation of Maslow’s (1943)
hierarchy of physiological needs as it relates to the teaching profession. In this stage,
respect refers to obtaining recognition for one’s work. The themes uncovered from the
data include: (a) the value of being appreciated, and (b) trusted as a professional. The
participants indicated ways in which they received or did not receive recognition and how
appreciation impacted their job satisfaction. They also identified if they felt trusted as a
professional by their principal.
The Value of Being Appreciated. Several of the participants spoke directly
about the ways they were appreciated at work and the value that appreciation had on their
job satisfaction. The essence of the participants’ experiences under this theme focused on
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the need to feel valued. “Everybody needs a little positive reinforcement that you are
doing what you are supposed to be doing” (Participant 1, p. 68). “She is definitely
complimenting us” (Participant 4, p. 76). “We just get verbal recognition for things that
have been done. I have received cards or letters or notes in appreciation of certain things.
Even just a text sometimes” (Participant 6, p. 82). Participant 2 also spoke about positive
feedback received from colleagues and administrators:
I have gotten a lot of positive feedback and respect from colleagues and
administration about being optimistic to show up to work every day. A lot of
positive recognition that’s happened whether it’s from an email or people
personally coming into my classroom or an administrator emailing me, or
sometimes even superintendents if they are in the building. I feel like it helps
me reaffirm to me that I am doing something valuable because frequently, at
the end of the day, I struggle to know if I have helped kids that day.
(Participant 2, p. 71)
Participant 7 identified how recognition has changed in the time she has worked at
BOCES:
Recognition here has increased tremendously. When we first were here, when
I first started here, it was very much, like, you did your job and that was it.
You came and you did your job, and nobody really said great job or anything
like that or thank you for being here. It was just kind of expected. As we have
had some turnover and administrative changes, we have been given lots of
extra thank yous. (Participant 7, p. 84)
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Guidance, feedback, and appreciation were two specific factors of administrative
support that impacted special education teachers’ job satisfaction and attrition (Cancio et
al.; Conley & You, 2017). Participants 2 and 8 discussed the need for more specific
feedback “I sometimes wish that I had more concrete feedback, but once again, that
would happen if people were able to observe the classroom” (Participant 2, p. 71). “I
appreciate when they generally want to praise you for something that happened and not
just say it was a good job because I am telling everybody that” (Participant 8, p. 87).
While Participants 3 and 5 discussed limited appreciation or not feeling appreciated,
stating, “There are days that I feel like we’re not recognized. I think it could be done
more” (Participant 3, p. 74), and “I feel like we are not, to be honest. I don’t think we’re
ever recognized for our work, and I think that is a big issue” (Participant 5, p. 79).
Trusted as a Professional. Trust as a professional was the second theme
identified under the category of respect. Trust is one of the factors that impacted the
special education teachers’ job satisfaction. The essence of the participants’ experiences
under the theme of trust was the fundamental need for their principal to show that they
trusted them as professionals. Some of the participants spoke directly about being trusted
with the curriculum—to teach what the students needed and trusting based on their
experience as a teacher to know what was best for their students. “They trust the people
who are teaching well; they trust the teachers who have experience and there is not a lot
of micromanaging” (Participant 1, p. 68). “They try to be loosely structured and entrust
us in our own classrooms as much as they can. It makes me know that she sees me and
respects my opinion.” (Participant 4, p. 76). |”Obviously, I am with the students 7 hours a
day, and I know what is best for them” (Participant 5, p. 79). “I feel like I have some
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flexibility with what is being taught, as the kids are getting the content that they need”
(Participant 8, p. 87).
Category 5: Self-Actualization.
The fifth and final category revealed was self-actualization. Self-actualization is
the highest level on the original Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs pyramid. In selfactualization, individuals seek fulfillment of their personal potential (Maslow, 1943).
Fisher and Royster (2016) stated that this stage is more than the respect stage, and a
teacher must feel that what they offer the profession is important. The themes uncovered
from the data include: (a) fulfillment of student potential, and (b) rewarded by student
growth. All of the participants indicated the reason they stay in their jobs and what gives
them the most job satisfaction is their students. They described being fulfilled as a
teacher by watching students reach their potential and showing individual growth.
Fulfillment of Student Potential. Several participants highlighted the joy they
received from working with their students. “I was drawn to the students who needed
more help” (Participant 1, p. 67). “I don’t think I go a single day where I don’t have a
moment that brings me joy. The kids are fabulous and just knowing they feel connected,
and they feel safe in my classroom is really rewarding” (Participant 2, p. 69). “The
students and the glimmers are what makes me satisfied in my job” (Participant 3, p. 72).
“Of course, the most positive thing is just working with the students themselves”
(Participant 6, p. 81). “I just feel in love with the students” (Participant 7, p. 83). The
essence of the participants’ experiences under this theme related to the commitment they
felt toward helping students reach their individual potential.
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Rewarded by Student Growth. Watching students grow was a theme that
emerged by several of the participants as bringing them the most satisfaction in their jobs
and was identified as one of the most important reasons they stayed in their teaching
position. “I would say the aspects of my job that are most linked to job satisfaction are
the things that will allow me to see that growth in student behavior (Participant 2, p. 69).
“I think you can really see growth because they’re very misunderstood in public schools”
(Participant 4, p. 75). “We have a lot of fun in our classroom, and it’s very satisfying to
see the progress that they’re making. I think it’s really satisfying to see the students make
progress that keeps me here” (Participant 5, p. 78). “I enjoyed being able to celebrate the
small stuff and seeing the growth in the children. Even if it’s small, it’s still growth and
it’s really nice to see (Participant 8, p. 86). The essence of the participants’ experiences
under the theme rewarded by student growth highlighted the strong purpose they felt in
supporting their student’s growth.
Chapter Summary
The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to gain an
understanding of the lived experiences of elementary school special education teachers
who worked with students with emotional disabilities. Specifically, the goal was to
determine what factors influenced the job satisfaction of the elementary school special
education teachers who worked with students with emotional disabilities in center-based
BOCES centers. The five categories and 14 themes that emerged from the data and were
discussed in Chapter 4 were:
1. Subsistence, incorporating the four themes: (a) resources to meet the diverse
needs of the students, (b) not enough hours in the day, (c) relevance and
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access to the curriculum and (d) relevant and timely professional
development.
2. Security, incorporating three themes: (a) teachers’ physical safety matters,
(b) comparative wages, and (c) doing more with less.
3. Association, incorporating two themes: (a) the value of being appreciated, and
(b) trusted as a professional.
4. Respect as a professional, incorporating two themes: (a) the value of being
appreciated, and (b) trusted as a professional.
5. Self-actualization, incorporating two themes: (a) fulfillment of student
potential, and (b) rewarded by student growth.
All categories and themes were relevant to the lived experiences of the elementary school
special education teacher participants working with students with emotional disabilities in
BOCES centers in New York State.
The following and final chapter of this study, Chapter 5, provides an additional
summary of the findings while also describing the limitation of the study, implication of
the findings, recommendations for improvement of practice, and suggestions for
additional research.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Introduction
The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study was to gain an
understanding of the lived experiences of elementary school special education teachers
who worked with students with emotional disabilities. This research study answered the
following two research questions:
1. What are the perceptions of job satisfaction for elementary school special
education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in
BOCES centers in New York State?
2. How do elementary school special education teachers, working with students
with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in New York State perceive
their school principals impacting their job satisfaction?
Given the integration of the participants’ responses, categories and themes were
combined to represent the findings from both research questions.
Special education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in
self-contained settings experience demands such as the management and planning for
multiple grade levels and providing for students with complex behavioral needs. Special
education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities have higher attrition
rates caused by lower levels of job satisfaction and higher levels of burnout. Higher
attrition further compounds the teacher shortage problem (Adera & Bullock 2010;
Stempein & Loeb, 2002). Loss of special education teachers (with in-depth knowledge of
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the students and their families) and increased financial cost to the districts, create a
stressor to the entire education system (Adera & Bullock, 2010). Given the problem of
higher attrition of special education teachers working with students with emotional
disabilities and the negative impact on these students, this study sought to uncover the
themes that influenced these teachers’ job satisfaction and to provide recommendations to
principals, district leaders, and policy makers.
The researcher utilized semi-structured, open-ended questions to gain an
understanding of the lived experience of eight elementary school special education
teachers who worked with students with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in
NYS. The interview questions were developed to uncover the lived experience of the
participants using Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs theory and Fisher and Royster’s
(2016) visual representation of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of physiological needs, as they
relate to the teaching profession. In the original theory, Maslow (1943) identified five
sets of goals referred to as motivational needs. The motivational needs listed in Maslow’s
hierarchy are physiological, safety, love, esteem, and self-actualization. The theory
focuses on how these motivational goals are related to each other and how they are
arranged within the hierarchy. When a need on the hierarchy is satisfied, the next need
emerges. Conversely, if needs are not satisfied, the physiological needs become most
important, and all of the other needs may become nonexistent or pushed into the
background (Maslow, 1943).
Fisher and Royster (2016) applied Maslow’s (1943, 1970) hierarchy of needs
theory to mathematic teachers’ support and retention to understand the mathematic
teachers’ needs. In the study, the researchers found teachers progressed through the
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stages of need as they gained experience in their jobs and found new ways to manage
their stress (Fisher & Royster, 2016). Fisher and Royster adapted Maslow’s (1943) levels
of needs to represent teachers’ needs of subsistence (equipment supplies, food, and
workshops); security (comfort, privacy, salary, cleanliness, order, and feeling of safety);
association (feeling of being part of a group, teamwork); respect (obtaining recognition
for work); and self-actualization (Fisher & Royster, 2016). The highest level on
Maslow’s original hierarchy of needs pyramid is the self-actualization level. Even if all of
an individual’s needs are satisfied, Maslow argued, restlessness or discontent will occur
unless that individual gets to do what they are fitted to do. In self-actualization,
individuals seek fulfillment of their personal potential. There is a desire to become
everything one is capable of being. Self-actualization from one person to the next varies
greatly.
A review and synthesis of the literature identified several studies that found workrelated demands, administrative support, and collegial support were factors influencing
job satisfaction for special education teachers. One factor relating to job satisfaction is the
work-related demands that special education teachers report and their capacity to fulfill
those demands. Themes relating to job satisfaction regarding work-related demands
included paperwork, planning time, access to instructional resources, the volume of
instructional responsibilities, and the lack of meaningful professional development
(Andrews & Brown, 2015; Bettini et al., 2019; Hester et al., 2020; O’Brien et al., 2019;
Robinson et al., 2019; Stark & Koslouski, 2020; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015). In studies
by Andrews and Brown (2015), Ansley et al. (2019), Hester et al. (2020), Mrstik et al.
(2018), O’Brien et al. (2019), and Stark and Koslouski (2020), they all identified
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administrative support as the one factor in special education teachers’ job satisfaction. A
review of the literature also indicated that there is a strong, positive relationship between
special education teachers’ work commitment, levels of job satisfaction, and intention to
stay in the field of special education when the teachers experienced increased support
from their colleagues (Bettini et al., 2018; Conley & You, 2017).
Chapter 5 provides a summary of the objectives this study has accomplished, a
link to the problem statement, implications of the findings, limitations of this study, and
recommendations for practice.
Implications of Findings
This transcendental phenomenological study identified the perceptions of job
satisfaction for eight elementary school special education teachers who worked with
students. Five categories and 14 themes emerged from the analysis of the data. These
categories and themes helped the researcher understand the essence of the participants’
experiences of job satisfaction and the characteristics of principal support that influenced
their job satisfaction. Specific implications for leadership were uncovered in the findings.
The five categories of subsistence, security, association, respect, and self-actualization
were aligned with Fisher and Royster’s (2016) visual representation of teacher’s needs.
The five categories were further distinguished by 14 themes: (a) resources to meet the
diverse needs of the students, (b) not enough hours in the day, (c) relevance and access to
the curriculum, (d) relevant and timely professional development, (e) teachers’ physical
safety matter, (f) comparative wages, (g) doing more with less, (h) power of the
classroom community, (i) characteristics and actions of principal support, (j) visibility in
the classroom, (k) the value of being appreciated, (l) being trusted as a professional,
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(m) fulfillment of student potential, and (n) being rewarded by student growth. Figure 5.1
illustrates the categories and themes developed from this research study. These categories
and themes represent both items that contributed positively and negatively to the
participants’ job satisfaction. As well as shed light on how the participants perceived their
principals’ roles in influencing their job satisfaction, while working with students with
emotional disabilities. The findings in this study have implications for district level
leaders, principals, and policy makers.
Consistent with Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs theory, the special education
teachers working with students with emotional disabilities identified several basic needs
that influenced their job satisfaction. Koltko-Rivera (2006) posited that an individual at
this level is seeking to obtain the basic necessities of life. If these needs are not met,
individuals cannot function to their highest capabilities. Maslow (1943) identified this
level of need as physiological needs and referred to the needs that are generally the
starting point for motivational theory (Koltko-Rivera, 2006). Fisher and Royer (2016)
identified these needs for teachers under the category of subsistence as equipment,
supplies, food, and workshops. The data from this study aligned with Fisher and
Royster’s (2016) category of subsistence. However, the majority of the teachers in this
study identified themes under this category impacting their job satisfaction as difficulty in
obtaining the necessary resources to meet the diverse needs of their students, lack of
relevant curriculum, insufficient planning time to meet the needs of the students, and
access to relevant and timely professional development.
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Figure 5.1
Categories and Themes Adapted from Fisher and Royster (2016)

Self- Actualization
Fulfillment of student potential
Rewarded by student growth

Respect
The value of being appreciated
Trusted as a professional

Association
Power of the classroom community
Characteristics and actions of principal support
Visibility in the classroom

Security
Teachers’ physical safety matters
Comparative wages
Doing more with less

Subsistence
Resources to meet the diverse needs of the students
Not enough hours in the day
Relevance and access to the curriculum
Relevant and timely professional development

The essence of the participants’ experiences under the category of subsistence
were the complexity of adapting the curriculum to meet the diverse needs of the students,
increased demands on the teachers, expectations of the curriculum and NYS Common
Core Standards, and professional development connected to their needs. These findings
were congruent with the category, subsistence, and the themes were consistent with the
review of the literature that one factor relating to job satisfaction for special education
teachers is the work-related demands that they reported and their capacity to fulfill those
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demands. These work-related demands that were found to lower special education
teachers’ job satisfaction included insufficient time to meet the required roles of a special
education teacher lack of instructional resources, lack of explicit training, and not being
able to meet students’ learning needs. (Andrews & Brown, 2015; O’Brien et al., 2019;
Stark & Koslouski, 2020). After the teachers’ need of subsistence is the level of security.
Security
Maslow (1943) identified the next level of need from a physiological sense as the
need for safety that address personal security and stability. Fisher and Royster (2016)
identified this need for teachers as security and defined security as comfort, privacy,
salary, cleanliness, order, and feelings of safety. However, the themes in this study that
emerged under security were how the teachers felt about their salary, their safety, and
having to do more with less that impacted their job satisfaction.
Students with emotional disabilities have complex behavioral needs. Six of the
eight participants indicated there are times they did not feel physically safe or they did
not feel their staff were safe because of students’ aggressive behaviors. They also spoke
about how some students were not in the correct placements and needed more support
than that offered by their particular BOCES center. The essence of the participants’
experiences uncovered if they personally felt equipped, or if their program was equipped
enough to support the level of student behavior needed in their classrooms. These
findings were congruent with studies where exposure to emotionally intense situations
and working conditions that did not support behavioral needs of students were reasons
special education teachers have indicated caused increased levels of burnout and
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decreased levels of job satisfaction (Andrews & Brown, 2015; O’Brien et al., 2019; Stark
& Koslouski, 2020).
The impact of staff shortages created by the COVID-19 pandemic was
highlighted and voiced as a significant stressor for several of the teachers interviewed.
Staff shortage and inability to fill positions were a common thread among the participants
and an area that caused stress and lower levels of job satisfaction regarding concern about
building safety. This lack of staffing required teachers to lose their planning time,
decreased professional development opportunities, and fill additional roles.
The teachers highlighted their views on their compensation only in comparison to
their workload and the workload of general education teachers. While six of teacher’s felt
they should be compensated at a higher rate, they did not indicate that it would be a factor
in leaving their positions. However, the teachers interviewed did indicate higher salaries
in surrounding districts was a reason their colleagues had left their positions at BOCES.
A surprising finding in this study is that despite six of the teachers indicating they would
like to be compensated at a higher rate, they reported that it did not negatively influence
their job satisfaction. This has implications that raising compensation, alone, may not
increase attrition for this population of teachers.
Association
Several studies have shown a positive relationship exists between job satisfaction
and the special education teachers’ intent to stay in the field with increased support from
their colleagues (Bettini et al., 2018; Conley & You, 2017). The third level on Maslow’s
(1943) hierarchy of needs pyramid contains the need for belonging and for love.
Relationships may take many forms such as family, friendships, romances, marriage,
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workgroups, and other groups (Taormina & Goa, 2013). Establishing relationships allows
individuals to seek self-esteem through recognition or achievement (Koltko-Rivera,
2006). Fisher and Royer (2016) identify this level of need for teachers as association and
the researchers defined it as the feelings of being part of a group and the need for
teamwork. The power of a teacher’s individual classroom team was a major influence in
all of the teachers’ job satisfaction and positively influenced the teachers’ decision to stay
in their current positions. All the teachers discussed the importance of their classroom
team in helping to support the students, as well as providing support to each other. The
teachers referenced not being able to do their job without the support they received from
their classroom team. The essence of the experience highlighted the importance of the
establishment of relationships in their classroom team. However, a source of stress
identified by some of the teachers was the recent turnover in staff within their classroom
teams or shifting of staff because of staff shortages. Support from colleagues outside of
their individual classroom teams was discussed by the teachers as positively influencing
their job satisfaction; however, one participant did indicate not having enough time for
collaboration concerning the curriculum. The need for developing better community
within programs within the buildings was highlighted by two of the teachers as well as
the feeling of separation between programs, a lack of understanding of student behavior,
and feeling isolated. A surprising finding in this study was the heavy emphasis the
teachers placed on their individual classroom team influencing their job satisfaction as
opposed to the support or connection to the building or program supports. This finding
can have implications for the support and resources that administrators need to place in
supporting and keeping classroom teams consistent.
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Cancio et al. (2013) identified the perceptions of special education teachers who
worked with students with emotional disabilities regarding the definition and importance
of administrative support. Four factors of administrative support, including guidance and
feedback, opportunities for growth, appreciation, and trust had a moderate positive
relationship with job satisfaction and views about the school (Cancio, 2013). The teachers
in this study all identified specific characteristics in which their principal positively
influenced their job satisfaction. These characteristics differed from the Cancio et al.
(2013) study because the characteristics identified understanding the population of
students, ability to listen and make changes as needed, easy to talk to, being transparent
in decisions, and helping to problem solve. Several of the principals’ actions were aligned
with the principles of servant leadership and the essence of their experiences with their
principal in terms of the partnership they felt with them.
Servant leaders share power, put the needs of others first before themselves, are
willing to learn from others, value the advancement and rewards of others, and they seek
to help individuals reach their full potential. They provide vision, promote team problem
solving and team effectiveness, and they are highly influenced by serving the needs of
others (Allen et al., 2016). Shaw and Newton (2014), in their study on teachers’
perceptions of their school principals’ level of servant leadership, found a large,
significant positive correlation between teachers’ perceptions of their school principals’
level of servant leadership and their job satisfaction. Six of the special education teachers
spoke directly about their principals helping wherever possible; coming in and teaching
lessons to provide support; being open, fair, and available; and helping to solve problems
and their comments were congruent with Shaw and Newton’s (2014) findings regarding
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servant leadership. One concern addressed by the special education teacher participants
was that despite the characteristics of principal support that the teachers identified that
led to their job satisfaction, all but one teacher indicated she wished her principal could
be more visible in the classrooms and could shed light on the unpredictability of knowing
when her principal would be available; however, she did recognize the principal’s
availability was due to the principal’s multiple roles, multiple schools, and increased
responsibilities brought on by staff shortages.
Respect
Maslow’s (1943) fourth level of need was the need for esteem or respect. Positive
self-esteem can be acquired through feelings of self-worth as well as through praise and
respect given by others. Maslow (1943) wrote that “satisfaction of the self-esteem needs
leads to feelings of self-confidence, worth, strength, capability and adequacy of being
useful and necessary in the world” (p. 382). Fisher and Royster (2016) identified this
need as respect as it relates to the teaching profession. In this stage, respect refers to
obtaining recognition for one’s work. Both Conley and You (2017) and Cancio et al.
(2013) noted that teachers’ job satisfaction was influenced by administrators who showed
appreciation and recognition. This was consistent with the findings in this study with all
the special education teachers indicating that recognition and appreciation influenced
their job satisfaction. All the participants indicated ways in which they received or did
not receive recognition and how appreciation impacted their job satisfaction. The
participants described the ways in which their principals showed recognition for their
work while others described a lack of appreciation. Two participants highlighted the need
for more specific and concrete feedback versus the global compliments that were given.
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The essence of the participants’ experiences with respect centered around if they felt
valued and appreciated by their principals.
Respect was also categorized by several participants as feeling trusted by their
principals to know what is best for their students. Trust as a professional was one of the
factors that the special education teachers identified as fundamental in an administrator
showing respect and influencing the participants’ job satisfaction. Four of the participants
spoke directly about being trusted with the curriculum to teach what the students needed
and trusted based on their experience as a teacher to know what was best for their
students. Despite the demands for implementing the NYS Common Core Teaching
Standards, the teachers identified being respected by their principals when they showed
them flexibility in trusting them to teach the curriculum in a way that best met their
students’ needs. This finding was congruent with the specific characteristic of
administrative support trust identified by Cancio et al. (2013) and Conley and You (2017)
that impacted teachers’ job satisfaction and attrition. A remarkable finding in this study
was the influence of being trusted by the principal to be creative and flexible with the
curriculum as increasing their job satisfaction. This finding has implications for districtlevel administrators and principals when creating curriculum and approving instructional
resources to allow for creativity and flexibility to meet the students’ needs.
Self-Actualization
The highest level on Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs pyramid, and the most
difficult to define and achieve, is self-actualization. In self-actualization, the individual
seeks fulfillment of their personal potential. Fisher and Royster (2016) stated that this
stage is more than the respect stage, and a teacher must feel that what they offer to the

118

profession is important. All the participants indicated the reasons they stay in their jobs
and what gave them the most job satisfaction was their students. They described being
fulfilled as a teacher by watching their students reach their potential and showing
individual growth. The teachers identified their commitment and their teams’
commitments to helping students reach their individual potential as well as helping
students grow as their purpose in their classroom. Providing an atmosphere where
teachers feel they are making a difference in helping students grow and reach their
potential may have significant implications for school officials in increasing job
satisfaction for their teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in
BOCES center-based programs.
Limitations
There were several limitations in this study that provide possible opportunities for
future research on this topic. The first limitation related to the size and location of the
BOCES where the participants taught. All the participants taught in BOCES that had
between eight and 15 component school districts from rural and suburban districts. The
larger BOCES that have districts from larger urban areas had no participants in this study.
Other factors that influence job satisfaction for elementary school special education
teachers working with students with emotional disabilities may have been uncovered
from larger BOCES centers within larger regions of NYS.
Second, this study had a small sample size of eight participants from BOCES
center-based program in NYS. Although an appropriate size for a transcendental
phenomenological research study, the smaller sample size of eight participants does limit
the generalizability of the study. A larger number of participants may have yielded
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additional themes of job satisfaction for elementary school teachers working with
students with emotional disabilities in BOCES center-based programs.
Third, the participants in this study did not have diversity in gender, race,
ethnicity, and they had little variability in their years of experience. The criteria to
participate in this study included full certification and teaching special education for at
least one full school year. Only one participant in this study had between 1 to 5 years of
experience while seven teachers had over 5 years of teaching experience. Given the
difficulty with attrition for teachers working with students with emotional disabilities, it
may be beneficial to conduct a study with a larger sample size of special education
teachers working with this population of students who have under 5 years of teaching
experience to better understand what leads to job satisfaction for less experienced
teachers. All the participants identified as female. Further research may be useful in
understanding if factors that influence job satisfaction for male teachers teaching a
similar population of students differ from their female colleagues.
Fourth, given the researcher’s experience as a former principal, Director of
Special Education, and current role as an Assistant Superintendent of Student Services in
a BOCES in NYS, this may have limited the participants’ responses regarding how their
principals influenced their job satisfaction. The positionality of the researcher may have
influenced the participants’ responses. This finding was highlighted in the data analysis
where 28 codes emerged under Research Question 1 in comparison to the 12 codes under
Research Question 2.
Finally, although all the teachers had all their students return to full in-person
learning this school year, the COVID-19 pandemic was still an issue teachers and school
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communities were dealing with at the time teachers were interviewed for this study. The
participants interviewed did acknowledge the difficulty the pandemic had caused—
especially concerning questions relating to school community, professional development,
and impact of staff shortages. All the interviews had to occur remotely through Zoom
because of the COVID-19 pandemic, which did not allow the researcher to note
experiences that may have occurred during face-to-face interviews. The influence of the
COVID-19 pandemic should be acknowledged as a factor that may have influenced the
way the teachers answered questions about their job satisfaction.
Recommendations
Students with emotional disabilities require highly skilled teachers trained in
evidence-based academic and behavioral supports to mitigate the risk of negative lifelong
outcomes (Bradley et al., 2008; Wagner, 2014). Studies have shown a consistent
relationship between job satisfaction and the likelihood of special education teachers
remaining in their teaching positions (Ansley et al., 2019; Conley & You, 2017;
Robinson et al., 2019; Stempien & Loeb, 2002). The results of this transcendental
phenomenological study of the perceptions of job satisfaction of elementary school
special education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in BOCES
centers in NYS revealed several recommendations for principals, building leadership,
policy developers, and future researchers that may positively influence special education
teachers’ job satisfaction and increase the likeliness for them to remain in their positions.
Under the first category, subsistence, the teachers identified that their job
satisfaction was influenced by having access to resources to meet the highly diverse
needs of their students, having adequate planning time within the school day, having
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access to curriculum that had relevance to their student population who they were
working with, and having a voice in their professional development that includes training
related to academics and behavioral supports. These findings were consistent with the
review of literature that indicated that work-related demands were reported to be related
to special education teachers’ lower levels of job satisfaction. These work-related
demands included insufficient time in the day to meet the requirements specific to the
role of a special education teacher such as increased paperwork associated with the
requirement of writing and monitoring of IEPs, documentation of meetings, and
modification of materials (Grant, 2017; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015). Lack of instructional
resources, exposure to emotionally intense situations where teachers felt inadequate to
help students overcome challenges, lack of explicit training, and not being able to meet
students’ learning needs were found to lower special education teachers’ job satisfaction
(Andrews & Brown, 2015; O’Brien et al., 2019; Stark & Koslouski, 2020)
Principals supporting these teachers should consider the following
recommendations: provide specific support to teachers on the grouping of students within
classrooms that have multiple grade levels with varying ability levels; provide coaching
support in differentiating for multiple grade levels, and support teachers with curriculum
development and curriculum expectations. The teachers also identified concerns about
not having enough hours in the school day to adapt resources to meet the needs of the
students. This was consistent with studies that found planning time predicted workload
manageability (Adera & Bullock, 2010; Bettini et al., 2020). Given these findings,
principals and school leaders need to prioritize identifying ways to provide necessary
planning time within the school day for these teachers, so they can plan and differentiate
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materials for the multiple grade levels and subjects they encounter. Consideration should
also be given to provide time in the teachers’ schedules for grade-level collaboration with
other special education teachers to share ideas and resources on curriculum and
differentiation of materials. Policy makers at the state level should consider changes to
the regulation allowing a 36-month age range in self-contained classrooms to a 24-month
age range given the increased curriculum demands and increased range in ability caused
by the loss of instructional time from the COVID-19 pandemic.
Lack of meaningful professional development was cited in several studies, and it
was a theme echoed by several of the special education teachers in this study as a variable
that correlated with the special education teachers’ job satisfaction (Hester et al., 2020;
Robinson et al., 2019; Stark & Koslouski, 2021). As a result of these findings, principals
and district leaders should include teachers’ input when designing professional
development. Professional development should be provided as to how to design
instruction to meet the needs of the academic, behavioral, and social and emotional needs
of students. Consideration should also be given for professional development on specific
content areas with other grade-level colleagues in other BOCES and districts that have
multi-aged, self-contained classrooms. This professional development should focus on
differentiation for multiple grade levels following the NYS Common Core Standards.
Access to relevant curriculum was a theme that was identified as causing stress
and lowering levels of job satisfaction for several of the teachers in this study. The lack
of reading and intervention programs to meet the diverse needs of the students was
identified. Collaboration across the BOCES centers regarding specific reading and
curriculum supports that have been proven to be successful should be considered. School
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leaders should consider a shared service of a reading specialist to support BOCES special
education teachers in the design of curriculum and resources.
Under the category of security, teachers’ physical safety and doing more with less
were two themes that highlighted the need for specific recommendations for principals
and school leaders. The essence of the participants’ experiences of job satisfaction
concerning their physical safety uncovered whether or not they personally felt equipped,
or if their program was equipped, to support the level of student behavior in their
classroom. These findings were congruent with studies that found exposure to
emotionally intense situations and working conditions that did not support the complex
behavioral needs of students, and working conditions were the reasons special education
teachers indicated the cause of increased levels of burnout and decreased levels of job
satisfaction (Andrews & Brown, 2015; O’Brien et al., 2019; Stark & Koslouski, 2020).
Principal and district leaders should consider looking at ways to support their
teachers regarding their physical safety. Specifically, principals and school leaders need
to provide specialized training on effective strategies for working with students who
display high levels of physical behavior, identify modifications to the physical
environment to meet the needs of students who require higher levels of behavioral
support, and create structures for debriefing after incidents where staff can feel supported
and problem solving can occur.
Staff shortage and inability to fill positions were common threads among several
participants and an area that caused stress and lower levels of job satisfaction owing to
concerns about building safety. This lack of staffing required teachers to lose their
planning time and professional development opportunities and to fill additional roles.
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Policy makers, building leaders, and district leaders should find ways to increase
recruitment and retention of special education teachers, teaching assistants, and support
staff. Given the vulnerability of this student population, policy makers at the state, local,
and federal level need to look at ways to increase the candidate pool of special education
staff in hard-to-fill positions. This should include incentivizing these positions, looking at
certification requirements, and making college more affordable and accessible for those
considering the field of special education. Policy makers should also seek ways to
incentivize working with students with disabilities in BOCES centers across NYS.
The power of the teachers’ individual classroom teams was a major influence in
all the teachers’ job satisfaction, and it positively influenced the teachers’ decisions to
stay in their current position. These finding were consistent with several studies that had
shown a positive relationship exists between job satisfaction and special education
teachers’ intent to stay in the field with increased support from their colleagues (Bettini et
al., 2018; Conley & You, 2017). Given the emphasis the teachers placed on their
individual classroom teams on influencing positively their job satisfaction, principals
should try to maximize their classroom teams by allowing them to stay together when
possible. Support for the development of effective teams should be considered.
Consideration should be given to create building-wide communication and initiatives and
understanding of student populations in BOCES centers that have multiple programs to
increase collaboration and support.
Studies have shown that administrators play an important role in job satisfaction
and special education teachers’ intent to stay in the field (Cancio et al., 2013; Conley &
You, 2017) The teachers in this study all identified specific characteristics in which their
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principal positively influenced their job satisfaction. These characteristics were
understanding the population of students, ability to listen and make changes as needed,
easy to talk to, being transparent in decisions, and helping to problem solve. Several of
the principals’ characteristics were aligned with the principles of servant leadership and
the essence of the participants’ experiences with their principal in terms of the
partnership they felt with them. Given these findings, principals should seek
opportunities to develop the characteristics of servant leadership that promote trust,
transparency, problem solving, and supportiveness. A specific area identified as a
concern was the visibility of their principal in their classrooms and in their building.
District leaders, when possible, should limit the number of programs in different school
buildings that the principals have to oversee, and principals should identify when they
will be in each building so teachers are aware of when their principal will be on site.
All teachers in this study indicated that recognition and appreciation influenced
their job satisfaction. This finding was aligned with Cancio et al. (2013) and Conley and
You (2017) who found that teachers’ job satisfaction was influenced by administrators
who showed appreciation and recognition. Trust was also identified by the teachers as
feeling respected by their principal in knowing what is best for their students and being
trusted to have flexibility with what curriculum was taught. The teachers identified that
consistent appreciation made them feel valued by their principal. Given these findings,
principals should prioritize finding ways to show appreciation in meaningful ways to
their teachers. They should look for ways to increase their visibility in their teachers’
classrooms to give specific feedback. District leaders, when developing curriculum

126

should look for ways to increase the teacher’s ability to have flexibility and creativity in
presenting the material.
Under the category of self-actualization, all the participants in this study indicated
the reason they stayed in their job and what gave them the most job satisfaction was the
students. They described being fulfilled as a teacher by watching students reach their
potential and showing individual growth. Teachers identified their commitment and their
team’s commitment in helping students reach their individual potential, as well as helping
students grow was their purpose in their classroom. Principals should seek to providing
an atmosphere where teachers feel they are making a difference in helping students grow
and reach their potential. They should also find ways to acknowledge and celebrate
student growth and recognize the staff that have contributed to each student’s individual
growth.
Given the limitations of this research study, future research should be conducted
with larger BOCES centers that contain urban districts. Additionally, a more diverse
population of teachers in years of experience and in gender should also be studied. Given
the high attrition rate of special education teachers, it may provide valuable information
to study the perception of job satisfaction and what leads to burnout in special education
teachers that have only 1 to 5 years of experience. All the special education teachers in
this study were working with elementary school students with emotional disabilities in
BOCES center-based programs. It may provide valuable information to study special
education teachers who left their teaching positions as a special education teacher in
BOCES center-based programs.
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Further research relating to curriculum supports, best practices to provide
feedback and appreciation, and creating collaborative BOCES communities may be
beneficial. Given the findings of this research study, which identified that principals
influenced the participants’ job satisfaction, it may be beneficial to hear directly from the
principals who supported these teachers regarding what they are doing to influence their
teachers’ job satisfaction and what barriers they are facing in doing so. The information
that is obtained from principals may provide information that district-level leaders may
find helpful in removing barriers.
This study utilized a qualitative transcendental phenomenological approach. This
approach was appropriate to the research questions posed in this study. This approach
allowed the researcher to hear directly from the eight special education teacher
participants to better understand the phenomenon of job satisfaction that was studied.
Further data may be gathered and be of benefit from studying this topic quantitatively. A
quantitative study would allow the researcher to survey a larger sample size from a
variety of BOCES’ centers across NYS and increase the ability to generalize the findings
to other populations not included in this study.
Conclusion
Students with emotional disabilities have complex mental health and behavioral
assistance needs, and they require experienced teachers with the knowledge of the
academic and behavioral supports to teach this vulnerable population (Wagner, 2014).
Teachers working with students with emotional disabilities have higher attrition rates
than their general education peers, caused by lower levels of job satisfaction and higher
levels of burnout, which compound the teacher shortage problem in the United States
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(Adera & Bullock, 2010; Stempien & Loeb, 2002). Teacher attrition negatively impacts
entire school systems. The loss of special education teachers who have in-depth
knowledge of students and their families, as well as the financial cost of replacing special
education teachers, creates an even greater stressor on the education system.
Students with emotional disabilities who have complex mental health and
behavioral assistance needs have a higher degree of negative postschool outcomes than
any other disability group (Bradley et al., 2008). These negative outcomes include low
achievement, increased rates of dropping out of school before graduation, higher
unemployment rates than their emotionally nondisabled peers, and incarceration
(Wagner, 2014). Post-school outcomes for students with emotional disabilities have
indicated that the students have not developed the prerequisite academic and behavioral
skills needed to succeed. The lack of these skills contributes to difficulties in
postsecondary education, personal relationships, employment, and involvement in the
justice system (Wagner, 2014). Students with emotional disabilities are at risk of
dropping out of high school at twice the rate of their general education peers. They also,
on average, receive lower grades and fail more classes than their general education peers.
Students with emotional disabilities are more likely to obtain employment in jobs that do
not require a high school diploma, do not offer health insurance, and are lower paying
than their nondisabled peers (Bradley et al., 2008). They are more likely to quit their jobs
than their nondisabled peers, and students with emotional disabilities have a higher rate
of involvement with the justice system and have a higher degree of comorbidity between
substance abuse and their emotional disorders (Bradley et al., 2008).
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Given the higher rate of attrition for special education teachers working with
students with emotional disabilities, the increased financial cost to districts and the
negative impact on this unique population of students, the purpose of this study was to
gain an understanding of the lived experiences of elementary school special education
teachers who worked with students with emotional disabilities. (Adera & Bullock, 2010;
Stempien & Loeb, 2002). This research study answered the following two research
questions:
1. What are the perceptions of job satisfaction for elementary school special
education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in
BOCES centers in New York State?
2. How do elementary school special education teachers working with students
with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in New York State perceive
their school principals impacting their job satisfaction?
Given the integration of the participants’ responses, categories and themes were
combined to represent the findings from both research questions.
This study was conducted using a transcendental phenomenological approach to
explore the essence of job satisfaction for elementary school special education teachers
working with students with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in NYS.
Transcendental phenomenology allows the researcher to access the underlying meaning
of the participants’ experiences by providing a systematic approach to analyzing data
through the participants’ lived experiences (Adu, 2019; Moustakas, 1994). Qualitative
data were collected through semi-structured interviews of eight certified elementary
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school special education teachers working for at least a year with students with emotional
disabilities in BOCES centers in NYS through a purposeful sample in the spring of 2022.
Semi-structured interview questions were adapted from Maslow’s (1943)
hierarchy of needs and Fisher and Royster’s (2016) representation of teachers’ needs.
Maslow’s (1954) theory of hierarchy of needs has been applied to investigating job
satisfaction among employees in several fields including education (Fisher & Crawford,
2020). It is a theory that is influential in understanding human behavior. The theory of
hierarchy of needs originated from Maslow’s (1943) theory of human motivation. This
theory is based on the idea of developmental psychology and the concept that individuals
have inner systems of motivation that direct their (human) behavior (Maslow, 1943). Job
satisfaction is, in part, based on the theory of human motivation, and it is fundamental in
Maslow’s (1954) theory development. Maslow’s theory (1943) states the importance of
job-related satisfaction in the activation of an employee’s motivation (Kian et al., 2014).
The theory focuses on how these basic goals are related to each other and are arranged in
a hierarchy. When a need within the hierarchy is satisfied, the next need emerges. The
earliest and most recognized versions of Maslow’s (1954) theory of hierarchy of needs
contained five motivational levels: physiological needs, safety, love, esteem, and selfactualization.
Fisher and Royster (2016) applied Maslow’s (1943, 1970) hierarchy of needs
theory to mathematic teachers’ support and retention to understand those teachers’ needs.
In the study, Fisher and Royster found that teachers progressed through the stages of need
as they gained experience in their jobs and found new ways to manage their stress. These
stages were identified as subsistence, security, association, respect, and self-actualization.
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A review of the literature has shown a relationship between job satisfaction and
work-related demands, administrative support, and collegial support (Billingsley &
Cross, 1992; Robinson et al., 2019; Stempien & Loeb, 2002). Studies have also found
that administrators influence special education teachers’ work-related demands, and time
and support from collegial relationships affect job satisfaction (Ansley et al., 2019;
Cancio et al., 2013). Specific leadership characteristics of administrators, such as
instructional leadership and servant leadership, have been studied as they relate to
influencing teachers’ job satisfaction. A review of the literature identified specific factors
of administrative support that special education teachers indicated influenced their job
satisfaction, which included guidance and feedback, opportunities for growth,
appreciation, and trust.
The significance of this study was in the uncovering of themes leading to job
satisfaction in special education teachers who worked with this vulnerable population of
students. Through reading this study, administrators may gain a greater understanding of
the factors that influence their elementary school special education teachers’ job
satisfaction and ways to decrease burnout to better support their teachers and improve the
quality of the teachers’ work experiences. There is limited research on job satisfaction
and the role of administrative support in job satisfaction for elementary school special
education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in BOCES centerbased programs. This study sought to add to the literature for this specific population of
teachers.
Data analysis was conducted utilizing the four steps of horizontalization,
phenomenological reduction, imagination variation, and meaning synthesis consistent
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with a transcendental phenomenological research design. The first cycle coding, which
involved a combination of initial in vivo coding, a prior coding, and emotion coding, was
utilized. After the first coding cycle was complete, pattern coding was conducted as a
second coding cycle. Pattern coding allowed the researcher to identify similarly coded
data and organize the data into categories and themes (Saldaña, 2016); 28 codes were
generated under Research Question 1: What are the perceptions of job satisfaction for
elementary school special education teachers working with students with emotional
disabilities in BOCES centers in New York State?, and 12 codes were generated under
Research Question 2: How do elementary school special education teachers working with
students with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in New York State perceive their
school principals impacting their job satisfaction? The codes were then separated into
categories and themes.
Five categories and 14 themes emerged from the data analysis. The five
categories that emerged from the data were aligned with Fisher and Royster’s (2016)
representation of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of physiological needs as they relate to the
teaching profession. These five categories are: subsistence, security, association, respect,
and self-actualization.
The first category that emerged, subsistence, incorporated the four themes of
(a) resources to meet the diverse needs of the students, (b) not enough hours in the day,
(c) relevance and access to the curriculum, and (d) relevant and timely professional
development. The second category, security, incorporated the three themes of
(a) teachers’ physical safety matters, (b) comparative wages, and (c) doing more with
less. The third category, association, incorporated the two themes of (a) the value of
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being appreciated, and (b) trusted as a professional. The fourth category, respect,
incorporated the two themes of (a) the value of being appreciated, and (b) trusted as a
professional, and the fifth and final category, self-actualization, incorporated the two
themes of (a) fulfillment of student potential, and (b) rewarded by student growth. All
categories and themes were relevant to the lived experience of the elementary school
special education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in BOCES
centers in NYS.
This study found that job satisfaction for special education teachers working with
students with emotional disabilities was influenced under each of the five categories that
emerged from the data analysis. Characteristics that were identified by the participants of
principal support included trust, transparency, guidance and feedback, the ability to
listen, being supportive, and having the ability to help teachers’ problem solve were
identified by participants as influencing their job satisfaction. Many of these
characteristics were consistent with Greenleaf’s (1977) definition of servant leadership.
Specific recommendations for principals, school leadership, and policy
development were brought to light based on the analysis of the data. Further areas to
research were recommended based on the findings from this study. One recommendation
that supports the concerns of teacher attrition for special education teachers working with
students with emotional disabilities is to study special education teachers who are in the
beginning of their career to better learn what causes job satisfaction and burnout for these
teachers. Also, given the findings of this study, researching how principals perceive what
influenced their teachers’ job satisfaction and the barriers they face may provide useful
information for district leaders and policy makers in removing these barriers. And finally,
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further research relating to curriculum supports for this population of students, best
practices on providing feedback and appreciation, and how to establish collaborative
communities may provide information for BOCES building and district leaders to
allocate needed resources and supports. Continued research on what causes special
education teachers’ job satisfaction may provide valuable insight for principals and
district leaders in helping to retain these teachers and mitigate the impact teacher turnover
has on this vulnerable population of students (Morando-Rim & Ekim, 2021).

135

References
Adera, B., & Bullock, L. (2010). Job stressors and teacher job satisfaction in programs
serving student with emotional and behavioral disorders. Emotional and
Behavioral Difficulties, 15(1), 5–14. https://doi.org/10.1090/13632750903512365
Adu, P. (2019). A step-by-step guide to qualitative data coding. Routledge.
Aldridge, J., & Fraser, B. (2016). Teachers’ views of their school climate and its
relationship with teacher self-efficacy and job satisfaction. Learning
Environments Research, 19(2), 291–307. http://doi.org/10.1007/s10984-0159198-x
Allen, P. G., Moore, M., Mosser, L., Neil, K. K., Usha, S., & Bell, H. S. (2016). The role
of the servant leadership and transformational leadership in academic pharmacy.
American Journal of Pharmacological Education, 80(7), 1–7, Article 113.
https://doi.org/10.5688/ajpe807113
Alquraini, T. (2013). An analysis of legal issues relating to the least restrictive
environment standards. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 13(2),
152–158. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-3802.2011.01220.x
Andrews, A., & Brown, J. (2015). Discrepancies in the ideal perceptions and the current
experiences of special education teachers. Journal of Education and Training
Studies, 3(6), 126–131. https://doi.org/10.11114/jets.v3i6.984
Ansley, A., Houchins, H., & Varjas, K. (2019). Cultivating positive work contexts that
promote teacher job-satisfaction and retention in high-need schools. Journal of
Special Education Leadership, 32(1), 3–16.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1274904.pdf
Atik, A., & Celik, O. T. (2020). An investigation of the relationships between school
principals’ empowering leadership style and teachers’ job satisfaction: The role of
trust and psychological empowerment. International Online Journal of
Educational Sciences, 12(3), 177–193. https://doi.org/10.15345/iojes.2020.03.014
Bays, D., & Crockett, J. (2007). Investigating instructional leadership for special
education. Exceptionality, 15(3), 143–161.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09362830701503495

136

Benner, P. E. (2012). Interpretive phenomenology. In L. M. Given (Ed.), The SAGE
encyclopedia of qualitative research methods (pp. 462–464). SAGE Publications,
Inc.
Berkovich, I., & Eyal, O. (2017). Principals’ emotional support and teachers’ emotional
reframing: The mediating role of principals’ supportive communicative strategies.
Psychology in Schools, 55(7), 867–8679. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22130
Berry, A. (2012). The relationship of perceived support to satisfaction and commitment
for special education teachers in rural areas. Rural Education Quarterly, 31(1), 3–
14. https://doi.org/10.1177/875687051203100102
Bettini, E., Benedict, A., Thomas, R., Kimerling, J., Choi, N., & McLeskey, J. (2017).
Cultivating a community of effective special education teachers: Local special
education administrators’ roles. Remedial and Special Education, 38(2), 111–126.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932516664790
Bettini, E., Cummings, M., O’Brien, K., Brunsting, N., Ragunathan, M., Sutton, R., &
Chopra, A. (2020). Predicting special educators’ intent to continue teaching
students with emotional or behavioral disorders in self-contained settings.
Exceptional Children, 86(2), 209–228. https://doi.org/10.177/0014402919873556
Bettini, E., Jones, N., Brownell, M., Conroy, M., & Leite, L. (2018). Relationships
between novice teachers’ social resources and workload manageability. The
Journal of Special Education, 52 (2), 113–126.
https:doi.org/10.1177/0022466918775432
Bicehouse, V., & Faieta J. (2017). IDEA at age forty: Weathering common core
standards and data driven decision making. Contemporary Issues in Education
Research, 10(1), 33–44. https://doi.org/10.19030/cier.v10i1.9878
Billingsley, B. S. (2004). Promoting teacher quality and retention in special education.
Journal of Learning Disabilities, 37(5), 370–376.
https://doi.org/10.1177/00222194040370050101
Billingsley, B. S. (2003, April). Special education teacher retention and attrition: A
critical analysis of the literature. Center on Personal Studies in Special
Education, University of Florida. http://copsse.education.ufl.edu/copsse/docs/RS2/1/RS-2.pdf
Billingsley, B. S., Bettini, E., Mathews, H., & McLeskey, J. (2020). Improving working
conditions to support special educators’ effectiveness: A call for leadership.
Teacher Education and Special Education, 43(1), 7–27.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888406419880353
Billingsley, B. S., & Cross, L. (1992). Predictors of commitment, job satisfaction, and
internet to stay in teaching: A comparison of general and special educators. The

137

Journal of Special Education, 25(4), 453–471.
https://doi.org/10.1177/002246699202500404
Birks, M., Chapman, Y., & Francis, K. (2008). Memoing in qualitative research: Probing
data and process. Journal of Research in Nursing, 13(1) 68–75.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1744987107081254
Boards of Cooperative Educational Services. (2021). About BOCES.
https://www.boces.org/about-boces/
Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954).
Bradley, R., Doolittle, J., & Bartolotta, R. (2008). Building on the data and adding to the
discussion: The experiences and outcomes of students with emotional disturbance.
Journal of Behavioral Education, 17(4), 4–23. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10864007-9058-6
Carver-Thomas, D., & Darling-Hammond, L. (2017). Teacher turnover: Why it matters
and what we can do about it. Learning Policy Institute.
Cancio, E., Albrecht, S., & Johns, B. (2013). Defining administrative support and its
relationship to the attrition of teachers of students with emotional and behavioral
disorders. Education and Treatment of Children, 36(4), 71–94.
https://doi.org/10.1353/etc.2013.0035
Cha, S., & Cohen-Vogel, L., (2011). Why they quit: A focused look at teachers who
leave for other occupations. School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 22(4),
371–392. https://doi.org/10.1080/09243453.2011.587437
Collingridge, D. S., & Dantt, E. (2020). The quality of qualitative research. American
Journal of Medical Quality, 25(5), 389–395.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1062860608320646
Conley, A., & You, S. (2017). Key influences on special education teachers’ intentions to
leave: The effects of administrative support and teacher team efficacy in a
mediational model. Educational Management & Leadership, 45(3), 521–540.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143215608859
Conroy, M. A., Alter, P. J., Boyd, B. A., & Bettini, E. (2014). Teacher preparation for
students who demonstrate challenging behaviors. In P. T. Sindelalr, E. D.
McCray, M. T. Brownell, & B. Lingugaris-Kraft (Eds.), Handbook of research on
special education teacher preparation (pp. 320–333). Routledge.
Council for Exceptional Children. (2020). Special education legislation summit 2020.
https://specialeducationlegislativesummit.org/2020
Creswell, J. (2013). Qualitative inquiry and research design. SAGE Publications, Inc.

138

Creswell, J., & Creswell, D. (2018). Research design. SAGE Publications, Inc.
Creswell, J., & Poth, C. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and research design. SAGE
Publications, Inc.
Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, Pub. L. No. 94-142, 89 Stat. 773
(1975). https://uscode.house.gov/statutes/pl/94/142.pdf
Eskay, M., Onu, V., Ugwuanyi, L., Obiyo, N., & Udaya, J. (2012). Preparing teachers for
special education in the United States: A reflection. US-China Education Review
4, 394–407. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED533558.pdf
Fisher, M., & Crawford, B. (2020). “From school of crisis to distinguished”: Using
Maslow’s hierarchy in a rural underperforming school. The Rural Educator, 41(1)
8–19. https://doi.org/10.35608/ruraled.v41i1.831
Fisher, M., & Royster, D. (2016). Mathematics teachers’ support and retention: Using
Maslow’s hierarchy to understand teachers’ needs. International Journal of
Mathematical Education in Science and Technology, 47(7) 993–1008.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0020739X.2016.1162333
Folts, J. D. (1996). History of the University of the State of New York and the State
Education Department 1784-1996. New York State Education Department
Publications. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED413839.pdf
Giorgi, A. (2009). The descriptive phenomenological method in psychology: A modified
Husserlian approach. Duquesne University Press.
Grant, M. (2017). A case study of factors that influenced the attrition or retention of two
first-year special education teachers. Journal of the Academy of Special Education
Professionals, Winter Issue, 71–84.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1129641.pdf
Greenleaf, R. (1977). The servant leadership. Paulist Press.
Hagaman, J., & Casey, K. (2018). Teacher attrition in special education: Perspectives
from the field. Teacher Education and Special Education, 41(4), 277–291
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888406417725797
Hester, O., Bridges, A., & Rollins, L. (2020). ‘Overworked and underappreciated’:
Special education teachers describe stress and attrition. Teacher Development,
24(3), 348–365. https://doi.org/10.1080/13664530.2020.1767189
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 U.S.C. § 1400 (2004).
IRIS Center. (2021). What factors do you think influence special education teacher
turnover? Billingsley. https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/tchrret/cresource/q1/p01/#content

139

Kian, T., Wan Yusoff, W., & Rajah, S. (2014). Job satisfaction and motivation: What are
the differences among these two? European Journal of Business and Social
Sciences, 3(2), 94–102.
Koltko-Rivera, M. (2006). Rediscovering the later version of Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs: Self transcendence and opportunities for theory, research, and unification.
Review of General Psychology, 10(4), 302–317. https://doi.org/10.1037/10892680.10.4.302
Jones, N., Youngs, P., & Frank, K. (2013). The role of school-based colleagues in
shaping commitment of novice special education teachers. Council of Exceptional
Children, 79(3), 365–383. https://doi.org/10.1177/001440291307900303
Lopez, K., & Willis, D. (2004). Descriptive versus interpretive phenomenology: Their
contributions to nursing knowledge. Qualitative Health Research, 14(5), 726–735.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732304263638
Maslow, A. H. (1943). A theory of human motivation. Psychological Review, 50(4), 370–
396. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0054346
Maslow, A. H. (1954). Motivation and personality. (1st ed.). Harper & Rowe.
Maslow, A. H. (1970). Motivation and personality. ( 2nd ed.). Harper & Row.
McDaniel, S., Lochman, J., Tomek, S., Powell, N., Irwin, A., & Kerr, S. (2018).
Reducing risk for emotional and behavioral disorders in late elementary school: A
comparison of two elementary schools. Behavioral Disorders, 43(3), 370–382.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0198742917747595
McLeod, S. A. (2020, March 20). Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Simply Psychology.
https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html
McLeskey, J., & Billingsley, B. (2008). How does quality and stability of the teaching
force influence the research to policy gap? A perspective on teacher shortage in
special education. Remedial and Special Education, 29(5), 163–180.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741932507312010
Miles, M. B., Huberman, A. M., & Saldaña J. (2020). Qualitative data analysis: A
methods sourcebook (4th ed.). SAGE Publications, Inc.
Moerer-Urdah, T., & Creswell, J. (2004). Using transcendental phenomenology to
explore the “ripple effect” in a leadership mentoring program. International
Journal of Qualitative Methods, 3(2), 19–35.
https://doi.org/10.1177/160940690400300202
Morando-Rim, L., & Ekin, S. (2021, August). How has the pandemic affected students
with disabilities? A review of the evidence to date. Center on Reinventing Public

140

Education. https://crpe.org/how-has-the-pandemic-affected-students-withdisabilities-a-review-of-the-evidence-to-date/
Mrstik, S., Pearl, C., Hopkins, R., Vasquez, E., & Marino, M. (2019). Combating special
educators’ attrition: Mentor teacher’s perceptions of job satisfaction, resiliency,
and retention. Australasian Journal of Special and Inclusive Education, 43, 27–
40. https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2018.20
Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. SAGE Publications, Inc.
National Center for Education Statistics. (2021). Report on the condition of education
2021.
https://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2021144#:~:text=The%20Con
dition%20of%20Education%202021,Browse%20the%20Condition%20of%20Ed
ucation
National Center for Education Statistics. (2020). Students with disabilities.
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cgg
National Council on Disability. (2017, February 7). IDEA series: The segregation of
students with disabilities. https://ncd.gov/sites/default/files/NCD_SegregationSWD_508.pdf
New York State Education Department. (2013, November). Continuum of special
education services for school-age students with disabilities.
https://www.p12.nysed.gov/specialed/publications/policy/schoolagecontinuumrevNov13.htm
O’Brien, K., Brusnsting, N., Bettini, E., Cummings, M., Ragunathan, M., & Sutton, R.
(2019). Special educators’ working conditions in self-contained settings for
students with emotional or behavioral disorders: A descriptive analysis.
Exceptional Children, 86(1), 40–57. https://doi.org/10.1177/0014402919868946
Osgood, R. (2005). The history of inclusion in the United States. Gallaudet University
Press.
Park, E., & Shin, M. (2020). A meta-analysis of special education teachers’ burnout.
Educational Management and Leadership, 45(3), 1–18.
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244020918297
Peoples, K. (2021). How to write a phenomenological dissertation. SAGE Publications,
Inc.
Pressley, T. (2021). Factors contributing to teacher burnout during Covid-19. Educational
Researcher, 1(50), 325–327. https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X211004138
Qadach, M., Schechter, C., & Da’as, R. (2020). Instructional leadership and teachers’
intent to leave: The mediating role of collective teacher efficacy and shared

141

vision. Educational Management Administration and Leadership, 48(4), 617–634.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143219836683
Robinson, O., Bridges, S., Rollins, L., & Schumacher, R. (2019). A study of the
relationship between special education burnout and job satisfaction. Journal of
Research in Special Education Needs, 19(4), 295–303.
https://www.yourhomeworksolutions.com/wpcontent/uploads/edd/2020/07/Robinson_et_al-2019Journal_of_Research_in_Special_Educational_Needs-4.pdf
Russo, C. (2019). The rights to educational self-determination under the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 23(5)
546–558. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.1580926
Saldaña, J. (2016). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (3rd ed.). SAGE
Publications, Inc.
Seguin, E. (1846). Traitement moral, hygiène et éducation des idiots [Mental treatment,
hygiene, and education of idiots]. Chez J. B. Baillière, Libraire de L’Académie
Royale de Médecine.
https://archive.org/details/traitementmoral00segugoog/page/n11/mode/2up
Shaw, J., & Newton, J. (2014). Teacher retention and satisfaction with a servant leader as
principal. Education, 135(1), 101–106.
https://go.gale.com/ps/i.do?p=AONE&u=googlescholar&id=GALE|A386917896
&v=2.1&it=r&sid=googleScholar&asid=545c701a
Skaalvik, E., & Skaalvik, S. (2015). Job satisfaction, stress, and coping strategies in the
teaching profession-What do teachers say? International Education Studies,
8(3),181–192. https://doi.org/10.5539/ies.v8n3p181
Skiba, R., Simmons, A., Ritter, S., Gibb, A., Rausch, M., Cuadrado, J., & Chungm, C.
(2008). Achieving equity in special education: History, status, and current
challenges. Council for Exceptional Children, 74(3), 264–288.
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440290807400301
Spaulding, L., & Pratt, S. M. (2015). A review and analysis of the history of special
education and disability advocacy in the United States. American Educational
Journal, 42(1), 91–109.
https://www.proquest.com/openview/4c5a20ec9d3ac3f242da985b1672b348/1?pq
-origsite=gscholar&cbl=29702
Stark, K., & Koslouski, J. (2020). The emotional job demands of special education: A
qualitative study of alternatively certified novices’ emotional induction. Teacher
Education and Special Education, 44(1), 60–77.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888406420931497

142

Stempien, L., & Loeb, R. (2002). Differences in job satisfaction between general
education and special education teachers. Remedial and Special Education, 23(5),
258–267. https://doi.org/10.1177/07419325020230050101
Stauffer, S., & Mason, E., (2013). Addressing elementary school teachers’ professional
stressors: Practical suggestions for schools and administrators. Educational
Administration Quarterly, 49(5), 809–837.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X13482578
Sullivan, A. (2017). Wading through quicksand: Making sense of minority
disproportionality in identification of emotional disturbances. Behavioral
Disorders, 43(1), 244–252. https://doi.org/10.1177/0198742917732360
Sutcher, L., Darling-Hammond L., & Carver-Thomas, D. (2016, September 15). A
coming crisis in teaching? Teacher supply, demand, and shortages in the U.S.
Learning Policy Institute. https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/comingcrisis-teaching
Taormina, R. J., & Goa, J. H. (2013). Maslow and the motivation hierarchy: Measuring
satisfaction of the needs. American Journal of Psychology, 126(2), 155–177.
https://doi.org/10.5406/amerjpsyc.126.2.0155.PMID:23858951
Tolich, M. (2004). Internal confidentiality: When confidentiality assurances fail relational
informants. Qualitative Sociology, 27(1), 101–106.
https://www.deepdyve.com/lp/springer-journals/internal-confidentiality-whenconfidentiality-assurances-fail-ANplQFj8Xh
Tuohy, D., Cooney, A., Dowling, M., Murphy, K., & Sixmith, J. (2013). An overview of
interpretive phenomenology as a research methodology. Nurse Researcher, 20(6),
17–20. https://doi.org/10.7748/nr2013.07.20.6.17.e315
Tyler, T., & Brunner, C. (2014). The case for increasing workplace decision-making:
Proposing a model for special educator attrition research. Teacher Education and
Special Education, 37(4) 283–308. https://doi.org/10.1177/0888406414527118
U.S. Department of Education. (2015). Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.
IDEA. https://sites.ed.gov/idea/?src=policy-page
U.S. Department of Education. (2010, November). Thirty-five years of progress in
educating children with disabilities through IDEA. Office of Special Education
and Rehabilitative Services. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED515893.pdf
U.S. Department of Education. (2017). Yearly archives: 2017, 2017 Annual report to
Congress on the implications of the Individual with Disabilities Education Act.
Office of Special Education Programs. https://sites.ed.gov/idea/2017

143

Venter, H. (2016). Self-transcendence: Maslow’s answer to cultural closeness. Journal of
Innovation Management, 4(4) 3–7. https://doi.org/10.24840/21830606_004.004_0002
Wagner, M. (2014). Longitudinal outcomes and post-high school status of students with
emotional or behavioral disorders. In H. Walker & F. Gresham (Eds.), Handbook
of evidence-based practices for emotional and behavioral disorders: Applications
in schools (pp. 86–103). Gilford Press.
Wong, C., Ming, D., Maslow, G., & Gilford, L. (2020). Mitigating the impacts of
COVID-19 pandemic response on at-risk children. Pediatrics, 146(1), 1–6.
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2020-0973
Wertz, F., Charmaz, K., McMullen, M., Josselson, R., Anderson, R., & McSpadden, E.
(2011). Five ways of doing qualitative analysis. The Guilford Press.
Yell, M., Rogers D., & Rogers, E. (1998). The legal history of special education: What a
long, strange trip it’s been! Remedial and Special Education, 19(4), 219–228.
https://doi.org/10.1177/074193259801900405

144

Appendix A
Letter to Directors of Special Education at BOCES
Dear Directors of Special Education of Board of Cooperative Educational Services:
I am a doctoral student at St. John Fisher College in Rochester, NY in Executive
Leadership. My research is supervised by my Dissertation Chair, Dr. Loretta Quigley,
and committee member Dr. Bonnie Cazer. My dissertation is titled “A Phenomenological
Study of the Perceptions of Job Satisfaction for Elementary School Special Education
Teachers Working with Students with Emotional Disabilities in Board of Cooperative
Educational Services Centers in New York State.”
The study will focus on elementary school special education teachers working with
students with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers across New York State. It will
involve semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 45- 60 minutes through Zoom.
Teachers participating in this study must have worked for at least one year as a special
education teacher, currently working with elementary students with emotional disabilities
in a BOCES center-based program and be fully certified as a special education teacher in
NYS. All information will be collected maintaining confidentiality as required in the IRB
approval process. Attached you will find a letter to forward to your teachers who meet the
criteria seeking their voluntary participation in the study. Participation in the recruitment
for this study is voluntary and there is no special endorsement of the study by your
District Superintendent and there will not be any repercussions for not participating in the
recruitment in this study.
The purpose of this study is to better understand what leads to job satisfaction of teachers
working with students with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers to better support and
retain teachers with this vulnerable population. Thank you for your support of this
research study. If you have any questions, please feel free to reach me at ___-___-____ or
_______@sjfc.edu.
Thank you,
Rosanna Grund
Candidate EdD, Executive Leadership Program St. John Fisher College
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Appendix B
Letter Explaining Study to Teachers
Dear Teachers Working in Board of Cooperative Educational Services:
I am a doctoral student at St. John Fisher College in Rochester, NY in Executive
Leadership. My research is supervised by my Dissertation Chair, Dr. Loretta Quigley,
and committee member Dr. Bonnie Cazer.
You are being asked to participate in a research study of the perceptions of job
satisfaction for elementary school special education teachers working with students with
emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in New York State. As with all research studies,
participation is voluntary. The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the
factors that influence job satisfaction for elementary school special education teachers
working with students with emotional disabilities.
The study will involve semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 45- 60 minutes
through Zoom. To meet the criteria to participate in the study, you must have worked for
at least one year as a special education teacher, currently working with elementary
students with emotional disabilities in a BOCES center-based program and be fully
certified as a special education teacher in NYS. All information will be kept confidential.
Your participation in this study may help administrators gain a greater understanding of
the factors that influence job satisfaction for elementary school special education teachers
working with students with emotional disabilities to better support their teachers.
Participation is strictly voluntary and there is no special endorsement of the study by your
District Superintendent or Director of Special Education and there will not be any
repercussions for not participating in the study. If you are willing to participate in this
research study please call or text to ___-___-___, or email _________@sjfc.edu and an
interview will be scheduled at a mutually agreed upon time and a consent for
participation will be sent. Thank you for your support of this research study.

Thank you,
Rosanna Grund
Candidate Ed.D., Executive Leadership Program St. John Fisher
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Appendix C

Procedure Letter to the Participants

St. John Fisher College Institutional Review Board

Statement of Informed Consent for Adult Participants
A Phenomenological Study of the Perceptions of Job Satisfaction for Elementary
school special Education Teachers Working with Students with Emotional
Disabilities in Board of Cooperative Education Services Centers in New York State.
SUMMARY OF KEY INFORMATION:


You are being asked to be in a research study of in the perceptions of job
satisfaction for elementary school special education teachers working with students
with emotional disabilities in BOCES centers in New York State. As with all
research studies, participation is voluntary.

 The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the lived
experiences of elementary school special education teachers who work with
students with emotional disabilities. Specifically, the goal is to determine
what factors influence job satisfaction of elementary school special

147

education teachers who work with students with emotional disabilities in
center-based Board of Cooperative Educational Services.








Approximately six to ten participants will take part in this study. The results will be
used for a doctoral dissertation in the St. John Fisher College Ed.D. program in
Executive Leadership.
If you agree to take part in this study, you will be involved in this study for
approximately forty-five to sixty minutes for a one-one interview.
If you choose to participate, you will be contacted via email to schedule an
interview at a time and date convenient for you. You will engage in a one-on one
interview that will be approximately forty-five- sixty minutes in length using the
high-quality video conferencing platform of Zoom.
The interview question includes recalling experiences relating to job satisfaction
while working as a special education teacher with students with emotional
disabilities. There may be risk or discomfort you feel as a result of participating in
the interview process.
Your participation in this study may help administrators gain a greater
understanding of the factors that influence job satisfaction for elementary school
special education teachers who work with students with emotional disabilities and
ways to better help support their teachers to improve the quality of their work
experience. Given that there is little research on job satisfaction of special
education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities your
participation in this study may also help to add to the research.

DETAILED STUDY INFORMATION (some information may be repeated from
the summary above):
You are being asked to be in a research study of the perceptions of job satisfaction for
elementary school special education teachers working with students with emotional
disabilities in Board of Cooperative Educational Services Centers in New York State. This
study is being conducted at a mutually agreed upon date and time for each participant using
the high- quality video platform of zoom. The study is being conducted by Rosanna Grund,
supervised by Dr. Loretta Quigley and committee member Dr. Bonnie Cazer in the
Doctorate of Executive Leadership program at St. John Fisher College
You were selected as a possible participant because you are a certified elementary school
special education teacher working with students with emotional disabilities in a BOCES
center-based program in New York State and have at least one year teaching experience.
Please read this consent form and ask any questions you have before agreeing to be in the
study.
PROCEDURES:
If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to do the following:
Schedule a one-on one interview with the researcher at a date and time that is convenient to
you, for an online interview using Zoom. This interview will take approximately 45-60
minutes.
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Interviews will take place between March and April of 2022.
Audio recording will be used, you will have the choice to agree to the recordings at the end of
this form. Recording and transcription is required for participation in this study.
COMPENSATION/INCENTIVES:
You will not receive compensation/incentive.
CONFIDENTIALITY:
The records of this study will be kept private, and your confidentiality will be
protected. In any sort of report the researcher might publish, no identifying
information will be included. Neither names nor any other identifying information
will be presented in the written analysis of the interviews.

Identifiable research records will be stored securely and only the researcher will have access
to the records. All data will be kept in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s home for three
years after the successful defense of the dissertation and then shredded. The electronic
format of the interview sessions will be password protected and stored in an external hard
drive in the researcher’s home which will be in a locked cabinet. The external hard drive will
be erased three years after the successful defense of the dissertation.] by the investigator(s).
All study records with identifiable information, including approved IRB documents, tapes,
transcripts, and consent forms, will be destroyed by shredding and/or deleting after five
years.
The researcher will have access to the recordings of the interviews. Any identifying
information will be kept anonymous and solely for the purpose of including the
demographic information of participants in the study. All study records with identifiable
information, including approved IRB documents, tapes, transcripts, and consent forms, will
be destroyed by shredding, and/or deleting after three years.
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VOLUNTARY NATURE OF THE STUDY:
Participation in this study is voluntary and requires your informed consent. Your decision
whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations with St. John
Fisher College. If you decide to participate, you are free to skip any question that is asked.
You may also withdraw from this study at any time without penalty.
CONTACTS, REFERRALS AND QUESTIONS:
The researchers(s) conducting this study is Rosanna Grund. If you have questions, you are
encouraged to contact the researcher at ___-___-____ or email ________@sjfc.edu. The
researcher’s advisor is Dr. Loretta Quigley at ____________@sjfc.edu.
The Institutional Review Board of St. John Fisher College has reviewed this project. For any
concerns regarding this study/or if you feel that your rights as a participant (or the rights of
another participant) have been violated or caused you undue distress (physical or emotional
distress), please contact the SJFC IRB administrator by phone during normal business hours
at (585) 385-8012 or irb@sjfc.edu.
Because participation in this study has the potential to cause emotional distress, please seek
out appropriate healthcare or an appropriate mental health agency.

STATEMENT OF CONSENT:
I am 18 years of age or older. I have read and understood the above information. I consent
to voluntarily participate in the study.
Signature:_________________________________________ Date: __________________
Signature of Investigator:_____________________________ Date: __________________
I agree to be audio recorded/ transcribed
____ Yes
____No
If no, I understand that I will not be able to participate in the study.
Signature:_________________________________________ Date: __________________
Signature of Investigator:_____________________________ Date: __________________
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Click or tap here to enter text.

Please keep a copy of this informed consent for your records.
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Appendix D
Research Questions and Semi-Structured Interview Questions

The session will begin with introductions and expressions of thanks to the
participant for participation. An opening question will allow the researcher to establish
rapport and gather demographic information from the teachers on the grade level taught
and the length of time teaching in the field. Following this, the interviewer will repeat the
following script: “The purpose of this study is to explore job satisfaction for elementary
school special education teachers working with students with emotional disabilities in
BOCES centers in New York State. The findings of this study may help administrators
better support job satisfaction for teachers working with students with emotional
disabilities and will add to the research in this field.” The definition of job satisfaction
from the literature that will be utilized is, the positive or negative evaluative judgement
that is made about one’s job (Aldridge & Fraser, 2016). The interview data collection
procedures and confidentiality will be discussed with the participants. The following
demographic information will be obtained from the participants at the beginning of the
interview: certification, years of experience, grade level(s) taught, and size of the
BOCES.
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Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
(Fisher & Royster, 2016)

Interview Questions:

Introduction

Tell me about what led you to decide to work as an elementary school
special education teacher with students with emotional disabilities in a
BOCES center

RQ1
Physiological (equipment,
supplies, workshops)

1.
2.

3.

Tell me about your work-related responsibilities and how they
positively or negatively influence your job satisfaction.
Discuss your access to supplies, materials, and equipment
available to you and how they positively or negatively influence
your job satisfaction.
Discuss the professional development you have received in your
current role and how it positively or negatively has influenced
your job satisfaction.

RQ1
Safety (comfort, privacy,
salary, feeling of safety)

4.

Discuss the following in your job and how you feel each relates to
your job satisfaction either positively or negatively:
 Salary
 Feeling of safety
 Your overall security

RQ2
Love and belonging – (feeling
of being part of a team or a
group)

5.

RQ1
Esteem (obtaining recognition)

11. How is respect obtained in your current position?

How are you recognized for your work?

Does recognition influence your job satisfaction?

RQ1
Self-Actualization (fulfillment
of their personal potential)

12.
13.
14.
15.

RQ1/RQ2

16. Is there anything else you would like to add that I have not asked
you about?

Is there a collegial or supportive atmosphere in your school? Can
you give examples?
6. Who (example social worker, teaching assistants) makes up your
team and how do they influence your job satisfaction?
7. How do teaching assistants (aides) working in your classroom
influence your job satisfaction?
8. What is the role of your administrator/school principal in your job
satisfaction?
9. What does he/she do that influences your job satisfaction?
10. As it relates to your job satisfaction, what do you wish your
administrator/school principal did more of, did less of, or
continued to do?

What would you say most influences your job satisfaction?
Why do you stay in your position?
Have you thought about leaving the field? If yes, why?
Do you feel you have any needs that are not being met? If so, what
are they?
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